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EPISODE 1 


| felt a dull pain in my right side from behind. My arm was wrapped around my shoulder, 
embracing me. 


"Slow forward! Takuma, don't go too far ahead," yelled out. Pushing aside the opposing team 
that rushed in with curses, Takuma followed at full speed. Running up to the left side of 
Shiori, he received the pass and aimed for the goal. It was a golden combination that had 
been practiced many times. 


Shintaro Makimura's voice. The captain, Shintaro Makimura. 


"Kitano!" 
"Huh? | shouldn't have been that far ahead." 


Calling out while running. Shiori's face, slightly tilted down, showed no movement, but 
suddenly, her arms, holding the ball, hummed, and an arrow-like pass came flying. 


"Did you do a slow forward earlier? You're ruining the referee's impression. The last one was 
just about safe, but it could have been taken away strictly." 


"Nice!" 
"For real? Call for a photo check." 


"In a game like this, does that even matter?" 


Taking it in stride, he kicked the ground with even more speed. The goal was just a little 
further. 


This time, his left shoulder was tapped vigorously. Turning around, it was Shoichi Mukai, 
wearing a smile. 


"It's disrupting the play. Quickly... Hey, what's with that ear of yours?" 
Upon being told, | reflexively touched my right ear. Oh no, | forgot to take off my earring. 


"Even if your legs are fast, it's too fast. Don't you always get told? Like, 'Oh no, Tak, you're 
too fast." 


"It's an earring.” 


While saying this, | pointed outside the field. There, the manager Naoko Asakura was 
looking at us with a worried expression. 


"Fool! There's no way! 


"It's 'bia-su'," the referee exclaimed, widening his eyes. "Wearing any accessories is 
prohibited during the competition. Don't you know that?" 


"Well, | forgot..." 

My face turned hot. Waving my hand, Wataru stepped back. 

"Take it off right now!" 

Being shouted at, | quickly crossed the ground. 

"Don't worry, don't worry. Please don't let this get to your head and commit a foul. Doing 
something like a Western Lariat and getting ejected immediately, it's not a joke like the other 
day." 

"Hey, you there!" 

"_..taku," muttered the referee's complaint reached my ears. "There are girls on the team, 
and there are people who play with earrings on. What's going on with this team? That's why 


the folks from Kano Citadel Middle School are..." 


| turned around. The referee was pointing at us. He glared at Takuma with an irritated 
expression. 


Stepping out with large strides, | left the field. Naoko Asakura rushed over. The eyebrows 
above her big eyes were tightly knit. 


"What's wrong?" 


Without saying a word, he jerked his chin up and showed his right ear. "I'm fed up. Going 
into a game with earrings on is not allowed!" 


"| forgot because | was running out of time." 

He had a listless expression. Riki was not only Takuma's homeroom teacher in Class 3-B but 
also consistently came like this every time there was a match. However, he didn't give any 
instructions to Takuma and the others and always seemed to absentmindedly watch the 
game. Whether he liked rugby or not was even unclear. Masami Shibaki, among others, 
would say, "Forgetting is not the problem - maybe he just comes here to kill time." 

"Hurry up!" 

A voice laced with sarcasm followed from behind. 


The referee's voice came from behind. 


"But! I'm waiting for you, aren't |? We've stopped the game just for you." 


While taking off the earrings, | glanced sideways at his face again. Riki, with eyes that 
seemed to be looking nowhere, turned his face vaguely toward the field. 


"Come on, hurry up." 

"Naoko, hold on to this." 

A casual voice from the front. A man in a worn-out jersey, Takeuchi Riki, a member of the 
rugby club's management. 


Handing over the removed earrings, | ran back. Shintaro, who was waiting, approached. 


"| understand, Takuma. You know, there are people who get sent off for bad attitude. Be 
careful." 


| looked back at his face. Despite his rugged appearance, his eyes were incongruously 
murky, as if covered in the usual dust, as he started running again. 

"Nah, that's exaggerated." 

The first and second halves ended with the point difference remaining. 

(We lost.) 

"It's not exaggerated in your case. Your personality is like an instant water heater. Besides, 
it's been a while since we played on our home ground, right? Don't do embarrassing things 
in front of our classmates." 

"Classmates?" 

Shugo pointed silently. 

Looking around, indeed, familiar faces were scattered throughout the field. 

Haruka, who had been sitting behind the shrubbery to watch inconspicuously, stood up. 
Holding her bag in her right hand, she slowly headed back toward the school building. Near 
the water fountain, classmates like Risa Shintou and Kyouko Kakei were clustered together. 


| passed by them, muffling my footsteps. 


"It's a good opportunity to let the school know about the rugby team's performance. Please, 
seriously play the game." 


Turning around the side of the school building, | unexpectedly encountered familiar faces 
there too. Male students wearing black rider jackets. 


(Schwarz Katz) 
Uttering these words, they returned to the center of the field. The lineup of bodies forming a 


tight scrum moved like a part of a large machine as soon as the whistle blew. Energy surged 
in the surroundings. (There's still time in the game.) 


They were a group from Class 3-B, centered around a student named Ryo Kurosawa. 
Schwarz Katz means "Black Cat" in German, but no one knows why they chose that group 
name, and nobody dared to ask Kurosawa directly. 

Takuma, accustomed to such insults, continued to move on as the voices of mockery chased 
after him, as if becoming accustomed to such harsh words, 

They're not here. The five members of Schwarz Katz rarely talk to students outside their 
group. They always seemed to gather among themselves, appearing irritated and angered 
by something. 

| locked eyes with one of them. He gave me a hostile glare. 

"What's up?" 

| turned away and started to walk away. 

On the opposite side of the field, around the back of the school building, there stood a 
four-story dormitory. Passing through the entrance of the building, separated for boys and 
girls, | reached for the name tag on the wall next to the shoe boxes, found the one with my 
name written on it, and flipped it from the back to the front. 

"I'm asking you what's up!" 


Saturday, 1:30 PM. Most of the name tags remained reversed. 


The voice continued to chase after me. The tone had turned into an angry shout, making me 
flinch. 


Either they're at club activities or playing outside, | thought. 
"Cut it out." 

A different voice intervened. 

Shiori Kitano. 


"Maybe he doesn't understand what you're saying because it's in Japanese. Say it in 
English." 


She was the only female member of the rugby team who had played in the match with 
Takuma Aoi earlier. 


Naoko Asakura. 


Ignoring the mocking laughter, | quickened my pace. "Just because I'm a returnee doesn't 
mean you can look down on me!" 


Asuka Motomura. 


Also a manager of the rugby team. Right now, she's probably busy with post-game cleanup, 
working alongside the male team members. 


"Sure, we lost, but it's not like we lost just because of Takuma's earring. It's not that simple..." 
"We lost because of the mentality of someone who wears a bias in a match!" 


Suddenly, Takuma Aoi's face came to mind. That earring— he had been called out during 
the game and warned by the referee to take it off. That earring and the blonde hair. 


Shintaro didn't back down. 

"Takuma, where in the world do people play rugby with earrings on?" 

As they exited the shower room, Shintaro started to confront Takuma again. 

"Anyway, you should know that today's game is important. Why are you doing something so 
half-hearted during such an important match, especially when we're aiming for the district 
qualifiers? You're slacking off." 

"Shut up." 

The tone became gruff. 

"I've apologized for that matter several times already. It was an oversight." 

"Don't keep dragging on about something that's already done." 

"What's with that attitude?" 

Takuma retorted. Even he could sense that his tone had become sharp. 


"Well, Captain," Shugo intervened. 


"I'm saying don't mope around just because we lost a game. How badly did you want to win, 
Captain?" 


He quickly put on his trunks, facing away. 


"Yeah, yeah. The game's over, so there's no point in bulking up now. Instead, how about we 
go for a celebration?" 


"| wanted to win," said Shintaro. "Why do we practice sports? It's to win the game, right? We 
endure hardships and work hard for the sake of winning. If you're not interested in winning or 
losing, you might as well quit rugby, you coward!" 


Masami Shibaki interjected with a laugh. The Kansai dialect sounded gentle at times like 
this. 


"A coward, huh?" 

Shintaro retorted with a scowl. 

Something in the circuit of his brain snapped. 

"It's not a celebration, damn it. It's a reflection meeting." 

"The facade can be anything." 

"Coward or whatever, I'll make you eat those words with your own body, you brat!" 
"What are you..." 

"Stop!" 


"That's right," Shugo agreed. "Let's invite the two managers and Kitano as well. Takuma, you 
go." 


"Me? Why me?" 


Wataru Mukai interrupted loudly, leaning forward, "Both of you, just look at yourselves. 
Getting into a fight in the buff." 


He blinked his eyes rapidly. 


"It's a punishment for being the only one handed a yellow card. It could have even warranted 
a red card if it were true." 


| realized | was being pointed at. The towel | had wrapped around myself had fallen, coiled 
on the floor. | quickly picked it up and slipped into my boxer shorts. Shintaro was behind me. 


Masami expressed admiration in his voice. "Even if you say that..." 

A knock on the door. 

"Who is it?" 

"It's Kitano." 

"| really don't get Kitano. Ever since she said she wants to join the rugby team, which is all 
guys, and not just as a manager but as a player, she's been a strange one. | have no idea 


what she's thinking.” 


Shiori Kitano's voice. The air in the changing room suddenly became tense and quiet. 


"Oh, don't open it. Takuma and Shintaro are still stark naked." 


"Yeah, that's right," Wataru Mukai added. "If you hear that two almost-sons-in-law are both 
stark naked, as a prospective daughter-in-law, you'd expect a bit of embarrassment, right?" 


"Idiot." 
"Some things never change." 


"We're not stark naked!" 
The voice beyond the door remained completely unfazed. 


Ignoring the banter between the two, Takuma hastily put on his clothes. Shiori was indeed 
peculiar. Among the students of Kanosai Middle School, where there weren't many normal 
ones to begin with, Kitano stood out. 


"| won't open it. Do you have a meeting or something planned afterward? | have something 
to attend to, so I'll head out first." 


"Oh, uh, if you have something to do, it's fine." 


As Shintaro responded, Shiori said, "Well then," and left. The sound of her footsteps echoed 
in the hallway. 


It had been like that since the first day she transferred. From the morning homeroom when 
she walked into the classroom, she refused to write her name in kanji and insisted on using 
the katakana "Kitano Shiori." 


Not only Shiori and Naoko but all the students of Kanozai Middle School lived in dormitories. 
This was a special middle school. 


"It's here. Regarding each person's past, there was an unwritten rule at Shikinotou that you 
didn't have to talk about things you didn't want to, so no one pursued it further. However, 
even so, it could be considered unusual not to reveal even the characters of a name. | 
thought maybe they were unable to communicate with people, the so-called shut-in type, but 
that wasn't the case. After all, they had come to join the rugby club. But that didn't mean they 
were extroverted; it seemed like they didn't associate with any female friends. 


Originally, it should have been a normal school at the time of its establishment, but it 
completely changed direction over a decade ago. It transformed into a free school that 
accepted students who couldn't meet the minimum attendance requirements or delinquent 
students who caused violent incidents. 


Nao, who lived on the same floor in the girls' dormitory, mentioned it. 


Takuma had also heard about the trigger. 


"Shiori, you know, hardly ever leaves her room. Not only that, nobody can enter her room, 
and I've never seen her come in or out. Whenever you notice, she's disappeared from the 
dorm without anyone knowing." 


In short, in a school full of eccentric individuals, the weirdest was Kitano Shiori. 


Nearly twenty years ago, when the country was still caught up in the bubble economy, a 
large factory of a certain major company was built in Shikinotou town, attracting a large 
number of employees and their families. However, Shikinotou was a town with nothing. 
There were hardly any entertainment facilities like movie theaters, and there were only a 
handful of playgrounds that you could find in any town. There was one rental video shop and 
one game center each. The middle school students who transferred here had all lived in 
large cities until then. Naturally, they couldn't adapt to life in such a rural town, and there was 
a series of students becoming shut-ins and not going to school." 

"Those who were recognized by the prefecture and graduated from Shikinotou Middle 
School were granted the qualification of completing compulsory education. Already, there 
was a surge of students refusing to attend school nationwide, and Shikinotou Middle School 
took the lead in addressing this issue. Hearing about the rumors, parents even came from 
distant towns to transfer their children. 


While Shikinotou Middle School was considered a sanctuary for students facing problems at 
school or at home, some spoke ill of it. In other words, Shikinotou Middle School was 
described as a dumping ground for students with nowhere else to go, a place where troubled 
parents would abandon their children under the guise of education. 


What made Shikinotou town remarkable was the establishment of a specialized curriculum 
to reintegrate these students into school. Unusually for government initiatives, this 
curriculum proved successful and gained a good reputation. Not only did students from 
Shikinotou town enroll, but students from neighboring cities and towns with similar issues 
started transferring as well. Eventually, most of the enrolled students became participants in 
the specialized curriculum, and to minimize resistance to commuting, the school became 
fully residential. Additionally, since the number of days students could attend classes varied, 
the school did not follow the usual textbook curriculum but instead introduced a special 
guidance system focusing on life sciences. 


Surprisingly, these measures were seen as special provisions by the Ministry of Education, 
and it was difficult to view them positively. Among the students who came here, some had 
never had their parents visit since enrollment or transfer. Moreover, many students showed 
no interest in returning home during long vacations, as they had no home to return to. 


Takuma was one of them. 
"Ah, sorry. | couldn't win," he said. 
Shugo smiled." 


"No need to apologize. | didn't have any expectations. Don't get conceited." 

Alright. They left the clubroom building and headed towards the main entrance of the school 
building where Nao and Asuka were waiting. Since they used the washing machine in the 
clubroom building to wash their uniforms, they were casually dressed without their uniforms. 


"A team from a school like this advancing to the district qualifiers and reaching the finals? 
That's not possible. Isn't it better to lose in the beginning?" 


"Don't act all passionate and sweaty." 


They climbed the concrete stairs covered in sand from the field, passed by the tennis court, 
and arrived at the side of the school building. There, a group in black leather jackets loitered, 
blocking the path. 

"You guys are dirty, dropping mud all over the classroom. You're disgusting." 

It was an unmistakably confrontational attitude. While his underlings hassled them, the 
leader, Kurosawa, stared at them from behind. Takuma looked back at his face and muttered 
under his breath. 


"It's Schwarzkatz. This group led by Ryo Kurosawa always seemed to have a bone to pick 
with the rugby team. As they noticed Takuma and the others, they all stood up and 
approached, making mocking remarks. 


"If you're talking about sweat, the leather jackets you guys wear all the time are even 
sweatier. Idiots." 

"Oh, look, the rugby guys are here." 

"Like Stan Hansen." 

"We watched the game, hehe, it was a shame, wasn't it?" 


Takuma could see it. He knew that Haruya, being quick-tempered, was trying to divert the 
conversation with small talk so Takuma wouldn't lose his cool unnecessarily." 


Raising a wild voice that seemed to overlap with Takuma's, there was someone behind 
him—Haruya Sakurai. The usually reserved man, for some reason, was now shouting loudly. 


"Get out of the way." 
With a mocking laugh, Haruya pushed past him. Unfortunately, after losing the match and 
being harassed by Shintaro, something in Takuma was smoldering with incomplete 


combustion. A ready-made brawl was more than welcome. 


"If you've got something to say, don't beat around the bush. Just say it directly. What's wrong 
with you guys? Should we take a trip to the manners classroom?" 


"Oh, can we say it? Cry on the spot and call mommy? 'Mommy'?" 


That disrespectful tone removed Takuma's safety restraint. A cold flame rose swiftly from 
behind his ears. He clenched both fists. 


"Stan Hansen, you know him. Retired pro wrestler. That Hansen was originally a football 

player in the United States. Well, not rugby, but American football. Hansen's finishing move 
is the Western Lariat, right? A technique where he smashes his left arm into the opponent's 
neck. It's said to be an improved version of the Flying Neck Breaker Drop, but that's not the 
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truth. Rugby originally had that move. Well, not a technique, it's a high tackle, considered a 
foul. Attacking above the opponent's shoulders is the most dangerous play, so you're not 
supposed to do it. But in the recent match, Takuma did it. Of course, he was immediately 
shown the red card and sent off. Schwarz Katz was stunned, their faces frozen. 


"You bastard! I'll take you apart!" 

"Don't mess around!" 

As Takuma tried to step forward, Shugo's left arm prevented him. 

"Damn brat!" Someone grabbed him from behind just as he was about to step forward. 
Someone slipped past his right side and stepped forward. In a low voice, they whispered into 
Takuma's ear. 

"I'm a pacifist, you know. We have simpletons like Takuma in our team, so I'd appreciate it if 
you didn't tease him too much. Okay? Besides, if you're interested, why not try rugby 


together? It's a pretty good stress reliever, you know. | understand." 


"Don't react like it's a reflex, idiot." 
It was Shugo. 


Shugo interrupted with those words and stared at Kurosawa intensely. Kurosawa widened 
his eyes and returned the gaze. 


"What's with you!" 
Over the heads of the disoriented Schwarzkatz members, Shugo threw his words. 


"Kurosawa, you used to play rugby, right? Before coming to Shikinotou. I've heard you were 
pretty good. It's a shame, isn't it? How about trying it once together..." 


"Kurosawa!" 

"Let's go." 

Ryo Kurosawa, with long hair flowing like a mane and a tanned complexion, turned his face, 
capturing Shugo's drowsy gaze. Before Shugo could finish his sentence, Kurosawa spoke 
dismissively and walked away without looking back. The stunned underlings hurriedly 


followed. 


"Seriously, can't you guys stop bothering the rugby team? We haven't done anything, and if 
we've done something wrong, we'll apologize. Come on." 


"Oh, | shouldn't have said that. My bad, it was meddlesome." 


"Shugo, you..." 
Takuma scratched his head. 
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Shugo pointed. On the counter in front of the caretaker's room, there was a large gray 
envelope. Although he didn't particularly feel like looking at it, receiving a letter here was 
unusual, so he couldn't help but glance at it. 

"Hello... 


As Haruka sat absentmindedly in the first-floor visiting room, Kitano Shiori slipped in from the 
entrance. With a sports bag slung over her shoulder, she walked briskly as usual. 
Uncharacteristically, a word slipped out involuntarily. 


Shiori, walking steadily, picked up the envelope. Her hand movements stopped, and she 
stared intently at the address on the envelope. 


"Your face... there's blood?" 
"Welcome back. Wasn't there a meeting after the game or something?" 


She spoke hesitantly. There was a streak of blood near the left side of her nose, as if she 
had forgotten to wipe it off. 


After saying it, | couldn't help but feel a sudden shock. With this, it seemed like | was a fan of 
the rugby team. 


"Well, | don't have to go or anything." 
"Thanks..." 


Shiori said dismissively and started walking. She passed by Haruka, who was sitting on the 
long bench. 


Without wasting a moment, Shiori dashed through the hall, racing up the stairs with the 
envelope still in her grip. 


"Mail." 

The afternoon silence returned. 
"Huh?" 

"There's mail; it's here." 


Closing the door behind her." 
"(Get out. Get out!)" 


The dormitory at Shikinotou Middle School was primarily individual rooms, designed to avoid 
students having to face each other. Decorations inside the rooms were also left to the 
students’ discretion. However, Shiori's room had nothing unnecessary. 

She filled her mind with meaningless numbers, waiting for the voices to be drowned out. It 
took a few seconds. Once everything had completely disappeared, she opened her eyes and 


sat in the chair. 


Tearing open the envelope, she pulled out a pink-colored paper from inside. 
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Closet, bed, writing table with a computer on the bookshelf, and a chair. 

"For Prospective Applicants" was written at the top. 

Shiori threw her bag off her shoulder and stared intently at the envelope in her right hand. 
Registration instructions inside. 


She turned the doorknob to confirm it was locked. 
That action somehow stimulated a part of her brain. 


"Invalid registration, as a measure against pranks, we have sent the URL and password for 
the registration page to applicants by mail. After receiving this letter, please access the 
registration page within one week and complete the registration according to the instructions. 
-Shiori, are you there? 

URL and a sixteen-character password. 


A familiar voice echoed in her memory. 
-It's your birthday today, isn't it? 
Staring at the meaningless sequence of characters, Shiori remained seated in the chair 


without a flinch. 


-| thought we could have a meal with Mom... 
She closed her eyes. 


| remember the time when the three of us took a walk on a mountain path in autumn. Under 
our feet, maple leaves crunched crisply. The sound was amusing. It felt like we could keep 
walking forever. As we continued walking, the voices of my parents followed Haruka, who 
kept walking excitedly. 


"How far are we going, Haruka? It's a hassle to come back if we go too far." 


"| want to see how far | can go. Children walk with enthusiasm until they realize they've gone 
too far. That's why they get lost." 


"You got lost too?" 

"Yeah, when | was a child. But when you see a road that stretches into the distance, you 
can't help but walk it. Not exactly like Bob Dylan, but if you walk that road to the end, you feel 
like you'll become an adult sooner." 

"Bob Dylan? Is that an English song Papa often listens to?" 

| spent six years in Boston. The climate on the East Coast was quite similar to Japan, 


especially the mild autumn weather. During our time in Boston, my parents often took me to 
state parks. 
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"The popularity was there regardless of gender. No matter how popular | am with guys, | 
never get treated like a woman at all. 


Yukiko always said that with a laugh. 

"Yeah, Haruka. Bob stayed an adult with the heart of a child. He was the first person to 
create songs that teach what you need to give up and learn to become an adult. To become 
an adult, you have to make a song that teaches what you need to give up and learn, and 
Bob was the first person to do that." 


"You know, by picking up these autumn leaves like this and making beautiful pressed leaves, 
you can put them in handmade paper." 

| wonder how old | was then. When | walked on that mountain path, | really felt like if | kept 
walking like that, | could become an adult. 


Without Haruka saying anything, Yukiko spoke up first. It was a bit surprising. 
"You knew | was coming?" 


The road Haruka is walking on seems to just continue aimlessly. | wonder where the end of 
the road is. 


| squinted at the end of the road. There was a familiar figure on the side of the road. It was 
Yukiko Natsukawa. 

"Yeah, because Haruka's coat is distinctive. | caught a glimpse of it when you turned the 
corner over there. Haruka, if you encounter someone on a mountain path, you have a 
personality that would rather turn around and go back than suddenly call out and surprise 
them. So, | was planning to call out to you." 


She smiled wryly and sat down next to her. 

"Do you often come to pick up fallen leaves?" 

"It's a dark hobby," Yukiko laughed. "But if you make pressed leaves and send them, people 
at home will be happy. Maybe it's because | grew up in a hospitality business in the city, but 
Yukiko has a straightforward personality like a man, and whether you exchange hearts with a 
man or a woman, they'll be happy if you do it with sincerity." 

"There seem to be various uses for it in the shop." 

"You're being considerate." 


Come to think of it, Haruka had shown Yukiko a photo of her siblings before. | thought having 
five siblings was rare these days. Perhaps sensing Haruka's thoughts, Yukiko showed a wry 
smile. 


"Well, you see, I'm a Shoufuku child." Seeing Haruka look puzzled at those words, Yukiko 
added an explanation. "That's right. | have a different mother from the other four. | was 
adopted when | was little, and my parents kept it a secret. | didn't notice until | started 
elementary school. You can understand that kind of thing, right?" 


"Oh, sorry. Shoufuku, meaning a child from a concubine, right? In other words, a child my old 
man had with a woman other than his wife." 
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Haruka was surprised by Yukiko's casual remark. As she struggled for words, Yukiko 
laughed again. 

When Haruka remained silent, Yukiko, perhaps feeling a bit awkward, said, "Well, | can't say 
for sure that my old man's mischief has stopped. There might be one or two more hidden 
children after me. But who knows?" She chuckled. 


Facing such frankness from Yukiko, Haruka couldn't bring herself to speak openly about her 
own situation. Having spent six years in Boston, her Japanese had become quite strange by 
the time she returned, and she had been bullied for it. In Boston, Haruka... 


"Why bring up such a nasty secret of birth? Bult, it's not really something to hide. You know, 
my family used to run a geisha house until my grandfather's generation, even though now 
we Call it a ryotei. My old man seems to have been quite a playboy, and I'm the last vestige 
of that. | guess | was born, and gradually, the ryotei became what it is now. There used to be 
partitions in the dining hall, with separate entrances on each side. Entering the opposite-sex 
dormitory was prohibited, so this dining hall often became a meeting place for men and 
women." 

When Haruka stayed silent, Yukiko, perhaps feeling a bit awkward or maybe because she 
couldn't sense her old man's mischievousness settling down, said, "Well, | can't say for sure 
if my old man's up to no good. There might be one or two hidden children born after me, you 
know?" She chuckled. 


Facing such candidness from Yukiko, Haruka couldn't bring herself to speak openly about 
her own situation. Having spent six years in Boston, her Japanese had become quite 
strange by the time she returned, and she had been bullied for it. In Boston... 

"Why bring up such a nasty secret of birth? Bult, it's not really something to hide. You know, 
my family used to run a geisha house until my grandfather's generation, even though now 
we Call it a ryotei. My old man seems to have been quite a playboy, and I'm the last vestige 
of that. | guess | was born, and gradually, the ryotei became what it is now. There used to be 
partitions in the dining hall, with separate entrances on each side. Entering the opposite-sex 
dormitory was prohibited, so this dining hall often became a meeting place for men and 
women." 

The father who used to play with Tomo returned to the head office, and suddenly his returns 
became late. He would come home tired, worn out, and stopped smiling. The mother, 
exhausted from intense social relations in the company housing, developed mild neurosis. 
The opportunities for the three of them to take a walk together disappeared, and Haruka 
gradually stopped speaking at home. 


Several tables were lined up, and simple chairs without backs were arranged in a regular 
pattern. At this time, too late for breakfast and too early for lunch, hardly anyone would 
appear here without a specific reason. Takuma, Shugo, and Seiya occupied a table in the 
dining hall, casually watching the 17-inch TV placed against the wall. 


Shugo glanced at the wall clock and remarked, "The women are late." Perhaps Yukiko would 
understand that sentiment. It was likely because there was a shared understanding that she 
had opened up about her own upbringing. And now, she was undoubtedly waiting for Haruka 
to share something with her. 
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He tried saying it again. 

But Haruka couldn't bring herself to speak. 

"For the fourth time," Yukiko said to the silent Haruka. 

Seiya coughed. 

"Are we having lunch in the dorm today? If so, we should start heading back soon." 

Today, the plan is to go shopping at a sports equipment store in the nearby town. Originally, 
it was the responsibility of the two female managers, but some players are accompanying 


them as baggage carriers. 


The boys' dormitory and the girls' dormitory face each other, and the dining hall is situated in 
between. 


Last winter, a bombing terror attack struck the metropolitan government building. Due to the 
bombs planted by terrorists, the colossal fifty-story building with seven underground levels 
disappeared without a trace. The number of casualties is said to be over three thousand. 

It was decided that everyone unanimously chosen for the punishment game was Takuma, 
who still had not completed his penalty for pulling an Uno card. Joining him were Shugo, 
who was overly sociable in such situations, and Haruka, who was absent-minded and 


always managed to escape. 


"Yeah, it's been almost a year since then," Haruka muttered. Shugo responded, "Yeah, that's 
right. | think Haruka hadn't transferred here yet during that incident." 


Takuma stifled a yawn. On the television screen, a wide show that didn't particularly interest 
them was being broadcast. The screen, which had been reporting on the scandalous affairs 
of celebrities until then, suddenly went dark and displayed hastily scribbled text. 

"Yeah," without taking his eyes off the screen, Haruka nodded. 

"From that tragic incident, it's been a year..." 


"An island where vicious terrorists are holed up..." 


"| was still at home. The terrorist attack happened on Christmas Eve last year. | was still 
living with my old man at home." 


The screen briefly showed the serious faces of the two hosts, and then it switched. The 
image seemed to be taken in a dimly lit room with coarse particles. 


A young man with a bandana wrapped around his forehead stood there, gripping something 
like a gun in both hands. His eyes were sharp. 
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Sensual music echoed, and Takuma found himself staring at the screen. What was being 
displayed was like a scene from a special effects movie. The bottom of a towering building 
suddenly spewed fire, and the entire building collapsed effortlessly, much like a tower of 
building blocks falling. Then, a mass of black smoke billowed up. 


Still fixed on the screen, words were sent out. 


The declaration was thrown out. We won't forgive all the adults who once made us kill each 
other. 


Incredibly, Nanahara's face looked young. In reality, he was only eighteen years old, just 
three years younger than Takuma. How could someone be so young and still become a 
ruthless terrorist? 


He shouted. Behind the man, something fluttered like a battle flag. The man who had 
momentarily paused in his speech raised what he held in his hand. 


"Stand together. And let's fight together. We are now declaring war on all adults!" 

"Akiya Nanahara..." 

Takuma also felt anger within him. It simmered constantly, erupting at every opportunity. The 
rotten world and the shitty adults consistently rubbed Takuma the wrong way. However, it 
was merely a rage that, when directed at something or someone specific and exploded, 
could be somewhat contained. The anger that took away three thousand lives was beyond 
Takuma's imagination. 

(What kind of anger is that?) 

Seiya spoke that name. In the country now, there's no one who doesn't know Nanahara's 
name. He is internationally wanted as the mastermind behind the metropolitan government 
building terrorist incident. In places with a lot of people, such as police stations and train 


stations, there is always a wanted poster with Nanahara's photo. 


When Takuma noticed, Shugo and Seiya were engaged in some discussion. Rather, Seiya 
was passionately speaking while Shugo was attentively listening. 


(That's Akiya Nanahara.) 

Takuma stared at his face. 

"-The direct reason Nanahara Akiya bombed the metropolitan government building was 
discussed in the parliament at the time. He's too young. To call him a terrorist who took away 


the lives of three thousand people, it's not a pleasant feeling to hide that." 


"He's against the law, saying that. The IP law, in particular, is like the second installment of 
the national ID number system, following the resident registration system." 
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Shugo had an expression of disbelief. 

"Is that so? So, what's the IP law?" 

"There are complicated and simple explanations, but which one do you prefer?" 

"Well, the national ID number system is like each of us having a registration number, and if 
you apply for it, you can get a resident certificate without having to go to the town hall where 
you live. It's a convenient thing, you know." 

To Seiya's inquiry, Shugo gave him a light punch. 

"Consider my intellectual level first. Please take the simpler route." 

"If it's used for that kind of thing. But on the flip side, data registered with the government 
includes personal information like whether the person has a criminal record, how much debt 
they have for building a house, and such. From the government's perspective, it's convenient 
to know all that personal information about each citizen, right?" 

"And what's the problem with that?" 

"Yeah, to put it simply, this is a law related to the internet. To exchange emails or browse 
websites on the internet, you need a registration number called an IP, and its storage is 
called a domain. In theory, this domain can be placed anywhere in the world. In simple 


terms, it means that an American can use a domain in Japan." 


"You might not have it if you live a normal life. But there might be information you really want 
to keep secret in there, right? In case you need to use a domain in Wajirand, for example." 


He explained that there is software with firewall functions that can reject external emails and 
stop inconvenient emails from going out. It becomes possible to squeeze the entire country 


into the firewall. 


"If that happens, even if the government controls overseas information, the citizens won't 
know anything. It would become a kind of isolation." 


"Isolation, huh? Nice, | like that. Let's create a good country, like the Tokugawa shogunate." 
"Yes, that's enough. Takuma, go to sleep." 

Ignoring Shugo's exasperated voice, Takuma continued, "Why Swaziland? Where is that?" 
"You won't get caught there. This is very convenient. For example, about twenty years ago, 
there was the Tiananmen Square incident in the neighboring country. University students 
who opposed the government's methods and demonstrated were attacked by the military, 


resulting in the death of over two thousand people. At that time, the neighboring country tried 
to cover up the fact of the massacre, but thanks to the internet, it came to light. The students 
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used the internet to disseminate reports and evidence photos of the massacre to the world. 
That was possible because they had their domain outside their own country." 


"Hmm. So what if that wasn't the case?" 


"However, you really know a lot. Where do you get that kind of knowledge? Do you have a 
scholar or something in your family?" 


"If you just read newspapers and watch the news normally, you naturally understand. 
Besides..." 


"If, for example, this country prohibited obtaining IP outside the domestic domain, it would no 
longer be possible to freely exchange information with the outside world. Because of the 
firewall laws." 


From the end of the last century to the beginning of this century, there have been many 
heinous crimes committed by minors in this country. 

After hesitating for a moment, Haruya spoke, "In families like ours, you naturally become 
cautious and gather information." 


"Families like ours... Ah!" 


A thud of pain shot through his back. Shugo had delivered an unreserved blow. Grimacing, 
Takuma quickly looked for Haruya's expression. If you were close to him, you knew. 
Haruya's sister had been forcibly enrolled in the BR Game and had gone missing thereafter. 


BR Game. 


Criminals under the age of eighteen rarely faced severe punishments such as the death 
penalty even if caught by the police. After enduring a few years in juvenile detention, they 
could easily reintegrate into society. Moreover, their real names were not disclosed, so once 
the probation period passed, they could return to society with a straight face. Due to the 
leniency of this law, juveniles who committed crimes, sometimes even killing people, without 
any remorse had rapidly increased. 


Any middle school student living in this country knew about it. Even those who couldn't recite 
Article 9 of the Constitution were familiar with the law that facilitated the game, the BR Law. 


The New Century Educational Reform Law, commonly known as the BR Law. 


Since the law was established as such, there was no help for it. Since there were no severe 
punishments for killing people, there was no way to restrain them. Originally, the law was 
supposed to be aimed at instilling discipline in families and providing ethical education in 
schools. However, parents who had been indulged didn't discipline their children rigorously, 
and in schools where education had been watered down through repeated curriculum 
revisions, it was impossible to provide effective education. 


The BR Law was enacted by some politicians who were fed up with such a situation. 
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EPISODE 2 


According to the plan, the selected students would be taken to the Yield, given weapons, 
and ordered to kill each other. The objective was to kill everyone else, and the last person 
remaining would be the winner of the game. Indeed, those students were supposed to learn 
the weight of life and the bitterness of death. 


"They don't understand the gravity of their sins. Those who kill people and act nonchalant 
about it don't grasp the value of human life." 


"In that case, let's make them understand it with their own bodies." 


Backed by the full support of conservative parties, the New Century Educational Reform 
Law, commonly known as the BR Law, quickly passed through the parliament and was 
legalized. The BR Game was initiated as a result of the BR Law. 


To prevent escape, participants in the game were equipped with explosive collars. If they 
tried to leave the game field, the collar would explode. The field was divided into several 
blocks, and as time progressed, these blocks were designated as restricted areas. If 
someone remained in a restricted area against the warnings, their collar would explode. 
Additionally, if the game's winner was not determined by the end time—meaning there were 
two or more survivors—all remaining collars would explode. 


The participants of the BR Game were randomly chosen from a class of third-year students 
in a middle school. They had no warning, and once selected, there was no way out. 


The nickname "BR" originated from a conservative party member who, upon hearing the 
content of the bill, remarked, "It's just like a Battle Royale!" 

The harsh conditions of the Battle Royale game imposed on participants included the 
Lumberjack Match, where players attempting to flee were forcibly pushed back into the ring, 
and the Steel Cage Death Match, which not only prevented players from exiting the ring but 
also made it challenging to do so. 


"My sister, you know, she became the winner of the Battle Royale game," said Haruya with a 
faint smile on his cheek. 


"So that means..." 


The politician was originally a professional wrestler. In professional wrestling matches, 
numerous wrestlers simultaneously enter the ring and fight, and the format is known as a 
Battle Royal. Naturally, the competition is not just about physical strength; strategic plays 
involving weaker players teaming up against stronger opponents and employing cunning 
tactics, such as attacking a former ally from behind, are necessary. It requires using both 
intelligence and physical strength to survive. 
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"Yeah, she survived. But after the game ended, my sister didn't come back to us. She was 
brought to the mainland on a government ship, and after that, she went missing." 


"Why?" Haruya shook his head. 
The game can be described as an even more intense version of the Battle Royale. After all, 
one cannot even leave the ring or forfeit the match. Outside the ring... 


"| think she ran away. That's the explanation we received, my dad and | who went to pick her 
up. Why she ran away, there shouldn't be any reason for that. Which means, Haruya's 
sorrow was something Takeru couldn't truly understand. So, we don't know. Dad has always 
wanted to know. But we still don't know," Haruya expressed. 


Not being able to understand each other, the realization of that fact was so clear. 


"Akito Nanahara is also a survivor of the BR game," Shugo muttered. He knew the rumors. 
Even if you win the game, some people, unable to endure the harsh experiences, end up 
going insane or becoming like a shell of their former selves. 


"So, maybe he really did go crazy. Being able to kill thousands of people without any 
remorse," he continued, recalling the image from earlier. Those eyes staring at them from 
the depths of the screen. 


"They didn't tell me anything about what happened to my sister. In the end, only those who 
participated in the game know the horror of it. That's when my interest grew, and | started 
reading the newspapers in detail," Haruya said. 


"| see..." 


After saying that, Takeru couldn't find the next words. Akito Nanahara had formed an 
organization called 'Wild Seven' and continued resistance against the government. While the 
immediate motive for the capital bombing was opposition to the IP law that Haruya 
mentioned earlier, Takeru had heard that the organization's goal was to force the repeal of 
the BR law. The argument of the Wild Seven was that the worst example of the government 
trying to wield power and control the people was the BR law. 


It's easy to say, "| understand." Just saying it. But Takeru knew the true pain of those who 
had lost their families. He understood because he himself had experienced the loss of his 
own family. That sorrow stood out in him compared to other people. 


(A man of about the same age as me, fighting against a giant like the government.) 
There he was, in a familiar black Riders jacket, hair flowing like a mane. 
(Kurosawa?) 


When | think about it, there's a faint ache in my chest. On the other side of the table, Haruya 
kept talking. For a moment, | doubted my eyes. It looked like Kurosawa's back was crying. 
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"What's up? That's rough. Suddenly turning it off while people are watching." 

"| still think terrorism was a bad choice as a method of resistance. 'Wild Seven’ instantly 
turned the entire nation against them. Most of the organizations advocating for the repeal of 
the BR law were crushed, and there were no more collaborators. Can't support terrorists." 
"Yeah. Now they're holed up on a deserted island called Battleship Island off the coast of N 
Prefecture. Armed and staring down the coastal government forces. It's been almost half a 
year." 

As Shugo spoke, Kurosawa, who had stood like a statue, suddenly turned around. Takeru 
gasped. He had never seen such an expression before. It was fury. Anger had altered 
Kurosawa's countenance. Under the black leather jacket, his slender body trembled finely, 
making the floor creak. 

".,.Don't mention Akito Nanahara's name in front of me..." 


Through clenched teeth, Kurosawa spat out those words. 


"Half a year, huh?" Shugo exclaimed in a voice that sounded amazed. "The government is 
still the government. Why haven't they launched an all-out attack yet?" 


"Sorry for being late! Did you all wait?" 


Suddenly, the sound from the TV cut off. Instinctively, everyone's gaze turned in that 
direction. In front of the TV, someone with their back turned to us, pushed Haruya's shoulder 


lightly. 

Then, a bright voice burst in unexpectedly, and the tension that had filled the room eased. 
"Come on, Haruya, let's go." 

It was Naoko Asakura. 

"Huh? Uh, yeah?" 

"Naoko..." 


Shugo took Haruya's hand and started walking. He opened the door on the boys' dormitory 
side, pulling Haruya along. Naoko gazed after them as they left. 


Takeru squinted. Beside him, Shugo let out a sigh. "Hey? Where's Asuka?" 
Shugo asked. There was no sign of the usually quiet Asuka, who should be behind Naoko. 
"What's going on?" 


"Well, she suddenly had something to do and couldn't make it." 
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"So, that means Naoko is alone?" 


"That idiot," Takeru said with a bitter voice. "She thinks she's being considerate." As he 
spoke, he realized and looked in the direction of the TV. Kurosawa had disappeared. 


"Yeah, sorry for being late," Naoko said. 
As Shugo said that, he seemed to be thinking about something. They really need to make a 
move. When Haruka and Yuko returned to the place where the school gate was visible, two 


people were leaving through that gate. 


Takeru Aoi and Naoko Asakura. 
He glanced at Yuko beside him. Yuko was watching the two of them walk away. 


"Oh, | forgot. Actually, | have a prior engagement. | had plans with that Shabiki guy. If | don't 
hurry, he'll annoy me again." 


"They seem close, those two," he muttered. Haruka's heart involuntarily raced. 


"Yeah, they're always together. It seems like they even call out to girls they don't like along 
with friends like Aya Yazawa and Yuka Mifune." 


"Oh, the ace of the rugby team and the manager. It's like a classic romantic comedy, the right 
pairing. That wild Aoi can't get angry at Naoko, it's interesting." 


"It seems Naoko got called out by Kazumi Wamiya too. That girl is so gentle, so there 
probably wasn't much resistance. | see, you need a girl like that; otherwise, you can't match 


up with a sharp guy like Aoi." 


She lifted the bag containing dried leaves in her right hand and shook it, making a rustling 
sound near her ears. Whether she sensed or not Haruka's unease, Yuko continued. 


They nodded while their arms were linked. Haruka looked again at Naoko Asakura's petite 
back. 


"Do you know? Aoi is quite popular," Yuko said. 
"Really?" 


"Yeah. So, do you think those two are dating?" Takeru, surprised by the unexpected question 
while walking with Naoko, let out a slightly absurd voice. 


"Yeah. Haruka seems a bit clueless about those things. Despite the simmering anger, you 
give off a cool vibe. Kazumi was quite taken with you." 


"Yeah. Asuka and Shintaro have been together for a while. Didn't you notice?" 
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Haruka was a bit surprised when Kazumi Fukuda's name came up. Kazumi was the leader 
of a prominent group in the class. 


"Well, | had no idea. Didn't even catch a whiff of it." 
"Takeru is just too oblivious," Naoko said, chuckling. 


The reason why Naoko came to Shishinofort was known. Since Naoko was little, her parents 
had constantly quarreled, and they divorced before she graduated from elementary school. 
Her father, who tended to keep his emotions to himself, one day reached a breaking point of 
dissatisfaction and left the house. 


"It really happened all of a sudden." 


"Well, you're always not paying attention to other people's stories. Even if someone is dating 
right in front of you, you probably wouldn't notice unless someone tells you we're dating, 
right?" 


"Don't say stupid things." 


When Naoko talked about it, she had an unusually serious expression. Although it was 
exaggerated, part of it was accurate. Takeru was indeed dull, or rather, he really wasn't very 
interested in other people's affairs. 


"He left and never came back after that. It was like, he ran away from home, just like a cat." 


Naoko's mother, who expressed emotions on her face immediately, had a personality that 
would quickly vent her frustration on those around her. After the divorce, this trait intensified, 
and she started directing it even towards Naoko. 


Naoko had been dealing with constant quarrels since she entered middle school, making 
enemies along the way. It wasn't until she came to Shishinofort Middle School that she finally 
found someone she could call a friend. Meeting a girl like Naoko was also a first for her. 


As a result of these difficulties, her older sister, who was significantly older, took Naoko in. 
However, living together with her sister, who had a similarly tough personality to their mother, 
didn't go well. Finally, on the recommendation of relatives, Naoko decided to transfer to a 
boarding middle school. 


As Takeru observed Naoko's profile while she hummed a song, he pondered. Despite the 
challenging experiences she went through, why did she seem so carefree? For Takeru, 
Naoko was truly an extraordinary presence. 


"| don't want to be invited to the music club," Naoko said. 


Despite having gone through such painful experiences, why did she wear such an 
undisturbed expression? For Takeru, Naoko was an astonishing presence. 
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Sipping from the paper cup of juice, Shugo scratched his head. Takeru persisted in his point. 
"Sorry, sorry. | blurted it out. I'll be more careful from now on." 

"But Shintaro, really? That young senior. He's already acting like an old man at his age." 
"Are you still upset about yesterday's incident?" 

Naoko looked at Takeru with a reproachful expression. 


"It's not about from now on. No matter how hard we try, if weirdos like him keep joining, the 
rugby team will be in chaos." 


"| get it. | get it, so don't get involved with Shintaro. You sound like a meddling sister." 


Yesterday evening, a modest reflection session was held in the clubroom. During the 
meeting, Shintaro began to pick on Takeru and the others. 


"That's right. Shut up already, Shintaro. What's with these weird guys anyway? Who talks 
like that? Recruiting them into the rugby team, what's the point?" 


Supporting Shugo, Takeru spoke up. Shintaro glared at him. Starting with Takeru, Shintaro, 
who had gotten used to complaining about him, had started to target Shugo, who had 
clashed with Kurosawa, among others. 

"When did you become friends with Kurosawa?" 

"I told you. | don't want weird guys in the rugby team." 

"Well, it's not like that." 


(It's just because you were being so persistent that | spoke up.) 


Generally, | don't get along well with the clingy Shintaro. 
"| wanted to say this, Takeru. Why are you doing club activities?" 


This school is at the bottom rung of society. You're well aware of that, right? Of course, 
there's no need to consider things like exams or future employment. It's a place where only 
students who have become so unmotivated come. Whether it's me, Shugo, or you. In other 
words, just being in this school is a significant handicap." 


"Don't use such nasty words." 


"For what purpose? Well, it's to win in matches, right?" He recalled the earlier exchange and 
glanced at Masami, who burst into laughter beside him. 


"It's not about that. I'm talking about why we have to take club activities seriously. In 
essence, this is our last chance." 
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"What are you talking about!" 

"It's the truth, so there's nothing we can do about it. Shishinofort can't win against other 
schools through regular routes like studying. But sports are different. In the world of sports, 
the more you practice, the higher you can go. Even us here, we have a good chance for a 
significant return in sports." 

Unexpectedly, Shintaro's words made Takeru involuntarily raise his voice. 


"So what? Are you trying to get a sports recommendation for high school or something?" 


"Well, listen. I'm saying that we should stay away from the people at this Shishinofort Middle 
School who act like they're too good for us." 


"What's the difference between them and us?" 

Takeru said with a scowl. Shintaro, with a forced expression, stared into Takeru's eyes. 
"What? It's not about that, you simple-minded blockhead. I'm saying that sports are our only 
chance to be recognized by society. Listen, Takeru. The place we're in now is for losers. 
We're already losers. Society sent us to this school, sealed us in, and is trying to erase our 
existence. Society and our parents, too. Isn't that right?" 


"What are you talking about?!" 


As soon as parents were mentioned, Takeru's temper flared. Sensing the tense atmosphere, 
Shugo hurriedly intervened. 


"Hey, Shintaro, cut it out. You're not some drunk old man spouting nonsense." 


"This school might indeed be comfortable. Well, that's true. We're all similar here. There's no 
one in this school without some kind of problem. But even so, we shouldn't let our guard 
down. Our actions are definitely being monitored. Don't get complacent just because our 
homeroom teacher, Riki, seems laid back. Our lifestyle evaluations are undoubtedly being 
reported somewhere. Approaching those petty thugs and lowering the rugby team's 
reputation is out of the question. Furthermore, we can't afford to be seen as associates of 
those wannabe thugs." 


"Well, | just wanted to say this now. We can't stay at Shishinofort and feel secure forever. 
There's no reason why we have to be losers. We should aim to be winners. So, Kurosawa 
and the others—" 

"When did you start spouting such goody-two-shoes lines?!" 


Staring at Takeru's shouting face, Shintaro averted his gaze. 


"Takeru, you should be smarter too." 
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Shiori was in a dimly lit room. 
"Whether what that blunt guy is saying is right or not, | can't stand his hypocritical attitude." 
"Shintaro is just genuinely concerned about everyone. After all, he's not the captain." 


This wasn't a room in Shishinofort Junior High School's dormitory. It had wooden floors, 
off-white wallpaper, and a vase of withered carnations on the wall. 


"But, you know..." 

And in one corner of the room, there was an upright piano. 

Tugging Takeru's muttering hand, Nao walked away briskly. 

(Home) 

Behind her, the gentle ridge of mountains was already dyed in autumn colors. 

She had been playing the piano since she was four, continuously practicing. Feeling a sense 
of nostalgia, she took a few steps closer. She remembered the shine vividly. Every time 
someone touched it and left fingerprints, there would be an exaggerated fuss to wipe it off 
with a cloth. 

Just as she was about to touch the lid, something entered the corner of her vision. She 
turned around. 

Above the scenery, the blue sky stretched out, creating a stark contrast with the bloody 
corpses below. 

Surrounded by the dead bodies, there was the figure of a lone girl. 


Shiori approached even closer. 


Light streamed in from somewhere, casting a beam of light on the wall beyond the piano. 
Faintly outlined, there was a square shape. 


It was a frame. Inside it was — a watercolor painting. 
The watercolor painting that person used to often create. 


It wasn't Shiori. It was a girl she had never met. Like the image of Mary depicted in a 
Russian icon she had seen at the Western Art Museum, the girl stood with a gentle smile. 


Countless martyrs and a Madonna. 


Who is this? Who could it be? 
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Despite being ridiculed by Shiori as "clumsy," she continued to draw in silence. It was 
probably the person's only hobby. As Shiori approached, the frame emitted a vague light, 
revealing the picture inside. 


It was a horrifying scene. 


Gripping the piano chair, she slammed it into the frame. The face of Mary tore apart, and 
gooey blood flowed out. The bodies of the middle school students who had been prostrated 
on the ground fell apart, spilling out from the painting. The lifeless bodies, with expressions 
of agony just as they were depicted, clung to Shiori's feet as she stood there in 
astonishment. 


Countless corpses lay scattered on the green earth. As if crushed by a giant hand, the 
bodies were in a pitiful state, limbs severed. They were all boys and girls of Shiori's age. The 
motionless bodies were bathed in sunlight. A horrific light. 


A desk? Help. 
Help—. 


The mobile phone on the desk was ringing. She instinctively picked it up and pressed the 
answer button. 


—Hello? 

- Shiori, are you there? 

She tried to call out the name of the person who should be able to help her, but strangely, 
she couldn't remember. In the wide-open mouth, sticky blood flowed in. 


A familiar voice echoed. The door opened, and the owner of the voice walked in slowly. 
Keeping the door half-open, the person turned to face Shiori. 


Shiori opened her eyes. 
(I know) 
(I know who you are) 


She seemed to have unintentionally dozed off on the desk at some point. Shiori's mouth 
opened, and words came out naturally. No, the one speaking now wasn't the current Shiori. 
It was the voice of Shiori from another time, a voice from a time before. 


- What are you doing? | told you to knock before entering the room! 

Shiori jolted awake. It was a different writing table from the one in her dorm room. A desk 
lamp with bent legs. Beneath the thick vinyl, various things like schedules and 
commemorative photos were sandwiched. Drawers covered with wood grain-printed 
plywood and adorned with old stickers. 


The person remained silent. An unimpressive, middle-aged man. 


It's my desk. 
- Ugh, it stinks. Don't just barge in like that! 
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A sigh escaped from her lips. 

- Today was your birthday, right? 

Is there still something wrong? What is it? 

The man spoke in a flat tone. 

- If you'd like, how about having a meal with Mom and me... 

The man slowly raised his right fist. He formed a circle with his index finger and thumb, 
pressing the index finger against his temple. As if it were a gun. 

- Maybe | should do it like this after all? 

- | can't believe it! My birthday was yesterday! 

The man froze for a moment and continued with a puzzled voice. 

(What were you trying to say? What did you really want to tell me?) 

- Was it? No, it's today, right? 

- It was yesterday! What's wrong with you? Enough. Just get out! 

She slammed the table and stared. 

The Shiori inside Shiori is screaming. But those words never escape from Shiori. What she 
can say now is not from that Shiori. She can see a contemptuous smile forming on her own 
lips. And the words. 

- ...Are you stupid? 

Everything was irritating. The person's expressionless face. The wrinkles etched into the dry 
skin. Numerous signs of his worn-out presence. Suddenly, she noticed. He was holding 
something small in his left hand. 


The man let out a small smile. It was the same smiling face she had remembered many 
times before. His left hand moved slowly, placing what he had in his hand on the nearby bed. 


- Hey, Shiori. 
He said and left the room, silently closing the door behind him. 
Shiori's right hand moved, gripping the mouse. She clicked on the icon labeled "ENTER." 


Shiori stared at the closed door. And the small package on the bed. Shiori knew what was 
inside. In it. 


Inside -. 


Among the people in the building, Shiori Kitano was not the only one haunted by the 
lingering images of that night. 


She opened her eyes again. 
In front of her was the familiar writing table. The computer's LCD panel was frozen, 


displaying a web page. 


The room was already shrouded in darkness. Only the LCD panel faintly illuminated the 
surroundings. 


If the monster that devours nightmares truly existed, that night must have been worth 
feasting upon. Some dreamers have dreams filled with nothing but fear and terror, while 
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others have dreams of gentle warmth and joy from a time long gone. But those dreams are 
more cruel than the nightmares because the dreamer can never return to those happy 
moments again - that is the reason. 


EPISODE 3 


Shiori traced the characters on the screen with her eyes. "BR Game Participant Registration 
Form." 


Several people had been having almost the same dream. Well, not exactly the same dream. 
To be precise, it was the dream of registering for participation in the BR Game. 


Already there were Shiori's name, school name, and the ID and password informed through 
a mailed envelope filled out. 


A strange smell, pushing its way into the back of her throat. 
A dream where they were looking at a scene. 
Eyes, eyes hurting -. 


Beyond the mostly blocked vision, the visionaries were witnessing a scene that seemed 
otherworldly. 


A clear sky. People walking in one direction through the morning air. A flock of suits. Taxis 
and buses passing through the road. 


Crumbling. 

Ahead of everyone, with the low morning sun at their backs, stood dark, towering shadows. 
Massive buildings. The large entrances of the buildings, with shapes that seemed to 
intimidate people, were swallowing them one after another. 

Suddenly, a flash of light streaks across the sky. The magnificent towering cathedral 
crumbles and collapses, creating a solemn view that evokes the end of the world. Those 
standing before it, like the deceased waiting for the final judgment, merely stood there with 
wide-open eyes. 


An aria of eternal moments and collapse. 


Legs bending as if they had become jelly, the body trembling, and the horizon tilting 
significantly. Beyond that, windows of buildings bulge from the inside, bursting open, and 
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black smoke accompanied by flames erupts from within. In the blink of an eye, the flames 
swell dramatically, devouring everything in their surroundings. 


High above Kagano Citadel Middle School, the moon, tinged with orange, shone brightly. 
That moon alone heard the groans of agony from those sleeping within the building. 


It was hot. Nothing could be seen. And a deafening roar that numbed the marrow of the 
brain. 


Over a month had passed since the match with Yamamori Middle School. December had 
arrived. Tucking his thumb into the back of Shou's pants, Haruki trailed after him. 


"What's...?" Shou began to ask, looking up at the moon called December, the time when the 
world outside was starting to get excited. However, in Kagano Citadel Middle School, located 
in the remote mountainous region, the hustle and bustle of the city hadn't reached yet. 
Looking in the direction Takeru pointed, Shou's expression turned puzzled. 

"-Yes, have you all been accounted for? Let's take attendance before boarding the bus." 
"What's this about? It has to be a Christmas tree." 

In the morning chill, Riki's vague voice lingered. Over his usual gym jersey, he wore a vinyl 
jacket, streaked white with chalk dust. Despite speaking, Riki's eyes had a faintly cloudy 


look. 


"If it's a Christmas tree, decorate it with stars, candles, stockings, or something like that. 
What's up with that paper chain? Looks poor." 


"That can't be helped. We're on a tight budget." 


As usual, the Schwarzkatz members and Kazumi Fukuda's group expressed their 
dissatisfaction. 


In front of the main entrance, forty-two students from Class 3-B gathered in a somewhat 
disorganized formation. A chartered bus from a local company was parked in front of Takeru 
and the others. 

"No need for attendance, it's the usual routine." 


"Besides, once we're on the bus, it's easy to figure out who's missing." 


Next to the entrance, someone had clumsily decorated the fir tree with ornaments. "What's 
that?" 


"More importantly, let us on the bus soon. It's so cold, and we'll catch a cold." 
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Amidst the insults, Riki diligently counted the students. On that day, undergoing a physical 
and mental check was mandatory, no matter how troublesome. Thus, they had to board the 
bus and meet with the counselor. 

"Yeah, they're right. Once on the bus, we'll sit according to our attendance numbers, so 
there's no need for roll call. As always, Riki's clumsiness irritates me." 


"Alright, everyone's here. Let's get on." 


Naturally, none of the students appreciated counseling. They had no desire to voluntarily 
visit a counselor who would inevitably reopen old wounds. 


Finally, the door opened, and the students rushed into the warm bus. In theory, bringing 
playthings or food and drinks onto the bus was not allowed as it was considered part of the 
class. However, this rule was quickly ignored as counseling sessions began, and the bus 
turned into a noisy gathering reminiscent of a field trip. As long as Riki didn't say anything, 
some even smoked inside. 


That day was the monthly counseling day, and as Shikano Citadel Middle School focused on 
the social reintegration of its students, academic study took a backseat. There were no 
regular classes ensuring everyone attended. Instead, once a month, they visited the nearby 
health management center. 


Takuma, with the attendance number one, sat in the front row on the right side. He wanted to 
light a cigarette, but it felt inappropriate. Not because Riki, with his absent-minded face, sat 
in the front row on the left side, but because Naoya, who also had the attendance number 
one, sat next to Takuma. 


Naoya didn't smoke. 


Naoya, sitting on the aisle side, looked back over the chair and was talking to Shugo. 
Takuma, glancing over Naoya's back, looked at the left side seats across the aisle. 


Wonder what it was. Reina and Miki always sat in the corner of the classroom, engaged in 
some conversation that Takuma couldn't quite comprehend. He had seen Reina and the 
others going somewhere once. They were dressed in peculiar outfits, featuring fluttery skirts 
that resembled something maids used to wear in the past. However, these outfits were 
strangely pitch-black, completely beyond Takuma's understanding. Such attire would stand 
out dramatically in a rural town like Shikano Citadel, but apart from Reina, Miki, and another 
companion, Hatari Kazuko, Takuma had never seen anyone else dressed like that. 


From the beginning, it had somehow been decided that the first eleven students, both boys 
and girls, would sit on the right side, while the rest, starting from the twelfth student, would sit 
on the left side, totaling twenty-two on each side. The front seat on the left side was 
occupied by their homeroom teacher, Riki. 

Looking at the seat behind where Riki sits, Takuma thought, "Huh?" There should have been 
Maho Nosaka, originally assigned to girl's attendance number twelve, but in her place was 
Reina Niimi, who was number eleven. Leaning over the aisle, she was talking to Miki Ikeda 
on the right side seats. 
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Quantum was sitting comfortably in the seat right behind Reina, leaving an empty seat 
between them and Mayu Haseda in the front seat. It would have been more sensible for her 
to switch seats with Mayu, but Quantum, true to her nature, couldn't bring herself to suggest 
it. Quantum was the most reserved of the three, never seen engaging in conversation with 
anyone. She was always spreading out her notebook, jotting down something. Due to her 
reticence, Tatsuhiko Hasegawa, who was known for his sharp tongue, had given her the 
nickname "Mataro" (a persistent type). 


Perhaps Maho Nosaka had taken the initiative and voluntarily switched seats. 
Something hit him on the head. 


"A test to see if | can forget the memories of the past three years for the rest of my life," 
Naoya said, lifting his chin. It was a rugby ball. Naoya held the ball in both hands and lightly 
shook it. 

"Hey, Takuma, why don't you write something too?" 

"I'm not joining a club with a lame Kansai person who keeps cracking unfunny jokes, right?" 
"What's with that?" 


"Just looking at everyone running was so much fun. It's the best memory." 


"| never thought I'd meet such great friends coming to this middle school. Thanks for the 
memories." 


"You have crappy handwriting." 

"I'm having everyone write messages. You know, the third-year students’ farewell match is 
over, and there's nothing left. So, | thought it would be something memorable for everyone at 
the end." 


Taking the ball, Takuma looked at the messages written in marker. 


"It's fine. Something like a message board is nothing special." With a snort, he threw the ball 
back to Naoya, and Takuma coughed. 


"Thank you. You were the best teammates." 
"It's not over yet." 

"A lifetime of intense rugby." 

"Tak!" 


"Thank you for everything, even though it was a short time." 
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"It burned down to pure white ashes." 


He shrugged and pointed to Riki in the other seat. "If you're going to have someone write, 
start with that old man over there." 


"I'm going to kill those guys from Yamamori Middle School. That was definitely a foul." 


No, even if it was a foul. 
"Supposedly, he's our advisor." 


"Ugh." 

(Since it was early in the morning...) 

Nao hugged the ball with a sulky expression. 
"Not very mature." 

A voice came from above. 


Beyond the front glass, a large tunnel loomed. It was the longest tunnel around here, 
stretching for several kilometers. Once through this tunnel, the facility would be just ahead. 


The one peering into the distance was Shugo. 


Darkness quickly invaded the inside of the car, and orange light followed. There was a 
ringing noise in the ears. 


"Even if it's a pain, you're supposed to write 'yes, yes."" 
"Shut up." 


For some reason, a sweet scent wafted into Takeru's nostrils. He lightly jabbed Shugo's chin 
and turned to face the tunnel. 


His eyelids felt heavy. He couldn't keep his eyes open. The muscles all over his body 
relaxed, and his back sank into the seat. 


Next to him, Nao twitched, and the ball she had in her hand fell to the floor. It made a gentle 
rolling sound. 


(Ball...) 


He twisted his neck to follow its trajectory. He made eye contact with Riki, who was sitting in 
the seats beyond. 


The scenery visible from the bus was monotonous. On one side, a cliffs slope, and on the 
other, a vast sea of trees spread out in darkness. It was a scene he had seen many times 
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before. Passing through short tunnels intermittently, each time, there was a tingling 
sensation in his ears. Due to the monotonous sequence of scenes, his eyelids began to feel 
heavy. 


It wasn't Riki. Someone else was in Riki's supposed position. Covered with an unusual 
apparatus on the face, that was...? 


No, it was Riki. Riki had something on his face. 

(A gas mask?) 

Why such a thing? Before he could search for an answer to that question, Takeru's eyes 
closed, and his consciousness fell deep into the abyss. 

(People's footsteps hit the asphalt, sending vibrations through the denim-clad seat. The 
gentle cold sensation and the reverberation of footsteps overlapped with the heartbeat.) 
(I, in the midst of the bustling crowd, for the first time became myself.) 

(In the past, | often ran away from home.) 

(This was before transferring to Kanosai Middle School.) 

(Get out of the way!) 

(...It's coming!) 

(Being in the house, | felt uneasy. It was not a place of comfort at all.) 

(Commotion?) 

(Being a person named Takeru Aoi was frustrating. Ideally, | wanted to be someone 
nameless.) 


Where is this... My cheek touches something cool. It's glass. A train? No, a bus? 


(I often ran away from home.) 
(I left home with no money. When tired, | slept curled up on a street corner.) 


"Whoa, the bus has arrived! You can see the challengers from Kanosai Middle School, 
Class 3-B, through the windows! A total of forty-two boys and girls. They are about to 
embark on the first game after the legal changes. The full details are yet to be revealed. 
What kind of game rules will it be? We, the press, are watching with anticipation!" 


(There is a bustling city that never sleeps even in the dead of night. | fell asleep to the lullaby 
of the bustling crowd.) 


"And now, let's take a look inside! Which student is that?! The roster of Class 3-B from 
Kanosai Middle School has already been released—" 
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"Hey, you there! Don't lean in! Do you want your press pass revoked?" 


What's going on? Takeru shook Nao, who was sitting in the next seat, with closed eyes. 
"Bus!" 

"Hey, Nao, wake up. Wake up!" 

"...Mmm, fell asleep." 

"Nao? What's that collar you're wearing?" 

Takeru opened his eyes. There was a lingering unpleasant sensation, and he felt sweat on 
his spine. His left cheek, pressed against the window glass, was cold. 

"Huh, what? All of a sudden, a collar...? Are you talking about what Takeru is wearing?" 
(Weren't they on a bus heading to the Health Management Center?) 

"Me?" 

A silence pervaded the bus. Yet, there was still some distant noise. Was it from outside the 
window? 

He touched his own neck. A cold metallic sensation. Indeed, there was a collar around his 
neck. 

Takeru looked down at the window. 


(What is this!) 

Countless lights flashed in the darkness. Behind them, there was movement—people! 
Countless silhouettes swarmed around the bus, pressing forward eagerly. 

"Currently, one student seems to have awakened. Through the window..." 

In various places inside the bus, students, like Takeru, began to panic. Some, before fully 
waking up, looked outside the window, letting out wild screams. Others, still groggy, couldn't 
grasp the situation. Each of them had the same collar around their necks. 


[What's this? J 

With a thud, the back of Takeru's head collided with the glass window. One of the men struck 
him with a metal object he held in his hand, then swiftly switched it and thrust the tip in front 
of Takeru. 

"What... What's that you have?" 

"You've got one too. What's that thing around your neck?" 

There was a blurred, round hole at the end of the metal tube. It was a gun! The focus shifted 
to the man beyond it. 

"Where are we? Weren't we supposed to go to the center? What's with this crowd?" 

Military uniforms. These guys. 

"No way, no way, this can't be..." 

"Taku! Are you okay?" 

The soldiers raised their voices again. 

With the sound of air escaping, the bus door opened. Those entering made rough footsteps. 
"Listen to the instructions carefully. Get out of the bus immediately!" 

All eyes focused forward. 

"The muzzle was now directed inside the bus. Behind Takeru, there was a simultaneous 
sound of people standing up. 

They were three men in drab green clothes. Each held a hefty metal object in both arms. As 
if they had received an electric shock, they jerked their chins up and shouted in a voice that 
resonated through the bus. 
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"Get out of here, all of you!" 

"What the hell is going on with you guys!" 

The bus was parked on a concrete-paved road. On both sides, there was an immense crowd 
of people. Holding cameras and microphones, they were thrusting them toward Takeru and 
the others. 

The moment they shouted, an impact hit Takeru's jaw. His body was thrown back. Flashes of 
light blinded his vision. 

Apart from that, the surroundings were dark, and the distant scenery was hardly visible. 
While being prodded with a gun at his nose, Takeru began to walk. In Kano Citadel Middle 
School, where there were almost no school events, there was no tradition of marching. 
Someone immediately seemed to step out of line, and as soon as they did, the soldiers at 
the side would poke them and make them return to their original position. 


Two tents loomed in front of them. 


The rear of the bus was probably a cliff. In the front, there was only darkness. However, faint 
lights could be seen here and there. Amidst the murmurs, there was a sound accompanied 
by the tickling scent of the sea. 


Second Lieutenant Masuda raised his right hand and made a swift motion. 


It's the sea! 

"Girls to the right, boys to the left!" 

Two individuals in military uniforms different from the three who had entered the bus stepped 
forward and spoke. 

"Each of you, put your personal belongings in the lockers and change into the prepared 
combat uniforms!" 

"There!" 

"lam Lieutenant Tokugawa!" 

"Similarly, | am Lieutenant Masuda!" 

A soldier barged between Takeru and Nao, separating them in an instant. Taking Nao's 
hand, she was dragged away. Takeru instinctively tried to follow, but the butt of a gun was 
thrust in front of him, pushing against his chest. 

Lieutenant Masuda had a female voice. However, she stared at Takeru and the others with 
eyes that showed no human-like emotions, not even their gender. 

"From here, everyone will enter the tent! Fall in and move forward!" 

"Boys to the left!" 

In the night air, a dry voice echoed. 

The camouflage uniforms they were forced to change into resembled those worn by the 
soldiers. Once all forty-two people had finished changing, they were commanded to move 
forward again. 


There was no choice. Skirmishes broke out as students attempted to climb the chain-link 
fences while soldiers tried to kick them down. Soldiers ruthlessly slammed the butts of their 
guns onto the fingers of students who had tried to cling to the fences. The screams of the 
students who rolled back, clutching their injured fingers, echoed in the surroundings. Nao 
gently squeezed Takeru's hand. 
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What is this? 
Cold gazes from the soldiers stared back from beyond the chain-link fence. 


Beyond the changing tents, there was an even larger tent. It was a vast, high-ceilinged tent, 
as if it were used for a circus performance. A line of soldiers with guns formed a gate, 
corralling the students inside. Unrelenting pressure was thrust upon them from behind. 
(We're like animals!) 

At the moment when the simmering emotions in their chests threatened to overflow from 
their throats, a high-pitched command was given. 

"Attention!" 

Inside the tent, armed soldiers formed a line. They moved through it, being herded along. 
Right in front, they saw the chain-link fence. It split into left and right. It wasn't just an 
ordinary chain-link fence—it was a gate. The moment everyone entered, that gate closed. 
They looked around in bewilderment. 

Their spirits dampened by that command, in the brief silence, they heard sounds. The sound 
of footsteps—clack, clack, clack—came from beyond the chain-link fence. Someone was 
approaching from there. It was clearly someone with a sinister intent. 


It was an enclosure surrounded by chain-link fences. Yes, an enclosure, a cage. 


"Teacher, please..." 

The chain-link fence opened. Armed soldiers rushed in, intimidating the students. Amidst 
them, a man strode forward. Unlike the surrounding soldiers, he wore a dark-colored coat. 
The overhead fluorescent lights illuminated his face. The students around collectively 
gasped. 

The man in military uniform nodded, and Riki stepped forward, facing Takeru and the others. 
Suddenly, they noticed. Behind Riki, a blackboard was set up. If you cropped Riki and that 
blackboard, it wouldn't be too different from a normal classroom scene. Riki offered his right 
hand with the ball and spoke in his usual low-key tone. 

"Mr. Takeuchi... Who forgot something? When getting off the bus, you need to check your 
belongings properly. Rugby club, huh?" 

"Tak, that thing." 

It was Riki. However, the usual image of a shabby teacher wrapped in gym clothes was 
nowhere to be found. Under the dim lighting, his face was strangely shaded. 

"Ours..." 

(That is...) 

Suddenly, the ball was slammed onto the floor with great force. It bounced up high and 
began to fall. 

There it was. Takeru saw what Riki was holding under his right arm. It was the rugby ball that 
Naoya had been spinning inside the bus. 

Riki's expression changed. 


With a loud noise, the chain-link fence closed again. 
"Merry Christmas! I'm Takeru Riki, who will be in charge of your class this time. 


T-a-k-e-u-c-h-i Riki. Well, everyone, do you now understand the situation you're in?" Takeru 
Riki? Now, everyone was staring at him with an expression that seemed to say they already 
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knew the situation they were in. It was a fascinated look. It was a smile like none other, one 
of pure joy. A smile so happy it was almost unbearable. It seemed like Riki was on the verge 
of bursting into laughter at any moment. 

Ignoring the students’ angry shouts, Riki turned his back. He approached the blackboard in 
front and began to write forcefully. It was a loud voice that bore no resemblance to his usual 
gloomy tone. As if unleashed by that voice, the students started clamoring. 

"Japan, China, North Korea, Guatemala, Indonesia, Cuba, Congo, Peru, Laos, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Grenada, Libya..." 

"| have no idea!""Please explain properly!""Teacher, this collar is tight...""Shut up!" 

Now, inside the chain-link fence, it had turned into a commotion reminiscent of a real Zoo. 
Those who were not trying to cross the fence stood in front of Takeru, hurling insults at Riki's 
back. 

"What are you writing?" 

"It makes no sense. | don't understand.” 

"Please answer the question." 

Several students started running again. Ignoring the soldiers' attempts to stop them, they 
began to climb the chain-link fence. The sound of people hitting the fence echoed here and 
there. Some wandered around inside the fence, trying to find a spot without soldiers. Riki 
continued to move his right hand without answering at all. 

"Tak?" 

Hit on the shoulder by Nao, | came back to my senses. Riki's face became more visible, as if 
the sound of slaps resonated on it. 


"El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama...""Don't ignore me, old man!" 


"Iraq, Somalia, Bosnia, Sudan, Yugoslavia, and Afghanistan. Do you know what kind of 
countries these are?" Riki asked, turning around. 


"Participating countries in the Olympics?" came Seimoto Kiyoshi's voice. 


One of the Schwarz Katz, Kenji Maesono, took a step forward. He had declared since 
childhood that he practiced martial arts and aimed to become a professional mixed martial 
artist in the future. Just as he was about to rush towards Riki, a soldier appeared from the 
side, effortlessly catching Maesono's body and gracefully tossing him into the air. Maesono's 
not-so-small body traced an arc before hitting the ground. 


"Bubu. My apologies. These are all countries that have been bombed by the United States in 
the past sixty years. A total of twenty-two countries. Approximately eight million casualties. 
The world is not equal. The equality of human life is nothing but a lie. Lives are not equal. 
Life is just a tool to maintain power. To protect one's own interests, to preserve the wealth of 
the privileged few, wars are waged and countless lives are sacrificed. That's the world we 
live in." 


With that signal, the soldiers inside the chain-link fence dispersed. They used the rifle butts 


to strike the students clinging to the chain-link fence, forcing them to the ground. In front of 
the fallen students, gun muzzles were now pointed. 
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EPISODE 4 


"That's right. A smile once again appeared on Riki's face. Facial muscles lifted 
simultaneously, contorting his face into a crescent shape. However, his gleaming eyes were 
by no means smiling. A peculiar expression. 


"You bastard!" 
"You think you can mess with us?" 


Shugo and Nao held him from both sides. The resisting students were gradually subdued, 
silenced. Soon, within the tent, only the sound of Riki's voice and the chalk could be heard. 


Masami Shibaki jumped up, sharply extending his right hand. An arrow of light pierced 
through the air, grazing Riki's body and embedding itself into the blackboard behind him. 


"Shuya Nanahara." 


"Louder!" 
A knife. 


"Shuya Nanahara!" 


Soldiers rushed in and subdued Masami. Riki glanced at the knife briefly, casually pulled it 
out. His actions seemed indifferent, as if he didn't care at all, even though that knife might 
have been thrust into his own body. Playing with the knife in his hand, Riki spoke again. 


"That's right. If you couldn't say it immediately, you should pay more attention to the news. 
Shuya Nanahara, who has been specially designated, said the following in the recent 
broadcasted statement: '| declare war on all adults... quite all right. By the way, in this 
country, adults are defined as those over twenty years old. Everyone else is considered a 
child. By the way, Shuya Nanahara is eighteen years old. He doesn't have the right to vote, 
can't smoke or drink alcohol like an adult, but since he's a troublemaker accused of treason, 
his real name is reported like this." 


"Listen up. It's been a year since the tragic terrorist attack that occurred last Christmas. The 
terrorists who took numerous lives in an instant are now barricaded on the battleship island 
across the sea. You all must surely know the name of the leader of those terrorists, right?" 
"...ohuya Nanahara." 


Holding a knife pulled from the blackboard, Riki walked slowly, swinging the knife playfully 
like a conductor's baton. 


"Yes?" 
"Have any of you ever thought about how much it costs to raise a child into a proper adult?" 


He continued walking. 
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Looking down, he noticed something. A thick, white line was drawn on the concrete floor, 
extending from the entrance's metal mesh door to beneath the blackboard on the opposite 
side of the room. The line divided the room into two halves. 


He stopped in front of the still-overpowered Shibaki. Shibaki, with one side of his face 
significantly swollen, shouted back in anger. 


Riki stood again in front of that blackboard. 
"How the hell should | know! Who the hell are you?" 


Out of nowhere, a knife stabbed into the face. Riki had thrown it from above. That familiar 
expression appeared on his face once again. 


"Take good care of your weapons... hmm." 


Masami nodded silently. Riki gestured with his chin, and the soldiers stepped back. 
"Masami!" 


"An average of 30 to 40 million yen per child. That's the current value of everyone's life. 
Raising a child, especially a poorly performing one like everyone here, costs so much money 
that it's impossible in this impoverished country. That's why we, the a-d-u-I-t-s, have 
consulted with important people and decided not to accept this declaration of war. If you 
really want a war, please go ahead and let the children handle it themselves." 


Once again, the metal mesh behind Takuma and the others made a loud noise as it opened 
for the third time. Several soldiers, pushing carts similar to luggage carriers, came in. The 
carts were loaded with dark bags. 

"Ah, ah, ah, what's with that guy..." 


In the hushed silence among the students, Riki slowly clapped his hands. 


"So, after a very long wait, here it is. BRI. B-R-to-U? Today, everyone, we're going to have a 
little war." 


Kyouga, Nao, Shugo, and everyone else wore expressions of astonishment. 
Not only Naoto and the others but all forty-one students were standing still, speechless. 


Without caring about the situation, Riki cheerfully raised his voice, "Wait a minute! Don't 
mess around, you bastard!" 


Ignoring the response, Riki continued, "BRI is a completely new war game devised 
according to the BR Act. The rules are simple: find and kill the evil leader, Shuya Nanahara, 
who is holed up on the island, and you win. The time limit is three days! Do you 
understand?" 


41 


(War?) 

(What is this guy talking about?) 

The words they just heard kept swirling in Takuma's mind like a jigsaw puzzle piece that had 
found the wrong place to fit. 


"Who is that? Talking about war is tiresome. We've never fought, that's what you're saying, 
right? Of course, if the government is serious about attacking, it's easy to eliminate an 
18-year-old kid. However, that takes money. Do you know how much the hourly wage of 
military personnel is? Do you know how much a surface-to-ground missile, used to attack 
the island where Shuya Nanahara is holed up, costs? If you really want to go to war, it takes 
a vast amount of money. And, of course, your lives are priceless. Nothing is scarier than 
free, isn't it?" 


War. 
As one of the students, there were no words. 


It seemed like a gymnast balancing on a balance beam; Riki slowly walked back and forth 
along the line. 


"Now, the story is over." 
"Everyone, stand up and look at the floor where you're standing." 
A white line. 


Everyone was now Staring at that line, the one Takeru had noticed earlier. Huddled in the 
corner of the room, they gazed at the central line, then shifted their gaze to Riki in front. 


"Alright. Everyone, beneath your feet right now, there's a single line drawn. Do you know 
what this means? Yes, Kakei!" 


"Where we are now, of course, is the losers’ side. Everyone, let's be aware that we are 
losers in life, okay? Therefore, those who cross this line are courageous individuals taking 
the first step toward being winners. Those getting into the game, come here; those not 
getting in, go over there. Losers are villains. This line is what separates justice and evil. 
Black or white. There's no gray zone." 


& pointed at Kyoko Kyo. With an angry expression, Kyoko answered, "I don't know!" 


Something cold churned in his stomach. This line was for confirming the intention to 
participate in the BR game. Students on the side where they were told to get into the game 
hurriedly moved to the opposite side. Forty-two people crowded on one side of the wire 
mesh. Takeru, pressed against the wire mesh, glanced briefly at the outside. His eyes met 
those of a soldier. Glassy eyes, as if completely indifferent to what was happening inside the 
wire mesh, where a life-threatening decision was being forced upon them. 


| realized my body was moving. 
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(I'll punch that arrogant bastard's face!) 
(Bastard. What's with those eyes, like staring at a guinea pig?) Riki stood imposingly in front 
of the blackboard. Glancing at the students gathered in the corner of the room, he declared, 


Riki's face loomed in front of him. That face, that disgustingly smug grin—into that face, he 
thrust his fist. 


Behind him, Nao's scream echoed. 

"Now, let's confirm in order of attendance number. First, for the boys, Takuma Aoi, and for 
the girls, Nao Asakura!" Riki called out. 

"Tak, no, don't!" 


Suddenly, the charge was blocked. Stepping back, he reevaluated the situation. 


They were called! In an instant, he looked at Nao beside him. Their eyes locked. The 
emotions readable in that gaze were nothing but anxiety and fear. 


It was Shiori. Shiori's petite figure stood defiantly on the line. 

He glared back at Riki. Suddenly, his body seemed to grow larger. His eyes were filled with a 
menacing light as he scrutinized Takuma and the others. Was this the infamous Takeuchi 
Riki? 

Takuma couldn't believe his eyes. Was this Shiori? It was a completely different expression 
from her usual self. There was something burning in the depths of her eyes. Her gaze 
pierced through Takuma. 

"Are you winners or losers? Losers are useless, so I'll kill you." 

Kill them? 

"Kino...?" 

"We surrender. Three, two, one..." 


"What's wrong with you!" 


If they don't cross the line here, what will happen to Nao? A soldier with a raised gun 
threatened them. 


Ignoring that, Shiori turned around and glared at Riki. 
Riki's intimidating voice pressed on. 


"Right? Shiori Kitano, the fourth girl. You're allowed to participate." 
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"| surrender. Three, two, one..." 

"Just go if you're going to! Go!" 

"Yes." 

Riki nodded deeply. 

"A Christmas present for this brave girl." 


When he shouted, Shiori had already crossed the line. She walked confidently towards the 
soldiers, received a bag labeled "1," and, behind her, Nao's voice called out. 


"Takumal" 

"Seriously, Takuma, what are you doing!" 

A soldier waiting on the other side of the line handed a bag from the cart to Shiori as she 
crossed over. The small black bag had the number "4" written on it. Shiori accepted it and 
crouched in a corner behind the wire mesh. 

It was Wataru Mukai's voice. The usual mischievous demeanor was nowhere to be seen; his 
strained voice had a reversed tone. Takuma ignored the voice, leaned against the wire 


mesh, and glared at Riki. 


Observing this, Riki turned back toward Takuma. "Now, let me ask the first two again. Are 
you winners? Or losers?" 


Takuma looked back. He gazed at Nao's face. Her eyes were trembling. Beads of sweat on 
her forehead were visible. 


"Adults are always like that! They think they can order anything without a second thought. 
But you know, | don't trust adults! I'll never follow what you say! Remember that!" 


One of the female students stepped forward. 
"Takuma..." 
It was Maho Nosaka. 


Nao hurriedly ran over, sitting down next to Takuma. A soldier handed a bag to her from 
behind. 


"Nao!" 


It was Asuka Motomura's voice. Nao glanced in that direction and then returned her gaze to 
Takuma. 
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Maho had a strong personality and was known for speaking bluntly to anyone. Not only 
towards teachers but also towards students, she maintained the same attitude. Because of 
this, she had been disliked and ostracized in her previous school. 

"Don't lose your cool." 

Riki suspiciously looked at her. 

"| understand..." 

"Females, number twelve, Maho Nosaka. What's the matter?" 

"Teacher Takeuchi, may | ask a question?" 

"A question? What, something related to the lesson?" 

She looked at Riki again. Riki's eyes were dark, like a turned-off light bulb. His expression 
was indifferent, as if to say that all the distress happening there had nothing to do with him. 
His face regained life, and he flipped through his notes again. 

From Riki's slip of the tongue, mentioning the word "lesson," one of the soldiers chuckled. 
"Okay, next. Male number two, Shugo Tokube, and female number two, Miki Ikeda." 

"Wait a minute!" 

"Is there something? Teacher, you know the saying ‘carrot and stick,’ right? You always talk 
about harsh things, like losers dying in this game. In other words, that's the stick, isn't it? 


There's no carrot. If we win this game, what do we get?" 


"Yes, I've heard it many times. The winner of the BR game is a winner in society, a splendid 
citizen." 


Maho shrugged. 


Riki, who had been silently listening to Maho's words, suddenly stood upright and began 
shouting while looking at a 45-degree angle. 


"But what's the real story? Rumor has it that even those who survive BR end up with broken 
bodies due to stress or become like invalids because of PTSD. Even if you win the game, it's 
meaningless if that happens, right?" 


"Amendment to the New Century Educational Reform Act, New Century Anti-Terrorism 
Special Measures Act, commonly known as the BRI Act, Article 7. Life guarantee for BRI 
winners! Winners of BR are guaranteed all aspects of their lives as symbols of the justice 
idealized by the nation throughout their lives! The cost for this will be borne by all citizens! 
That's it!" 
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"Nosaka..." 
Riki let out a cat-like voice. "Are you really saying that?" 


Students and soldiers alike stared at Riki, captivated. Riki, still in an upright position, turned 
his head and glared at Maho. 


The sound of soldiers switching their guns echoed simultaneously. An ominous atmosphere 
pervaded inside the wire fence. 


Suddenly, Maho burst into laughter. 


"Oh, come on, teacher. You're getting all serious. | understand that this is what adult 
teachers have to say. I've heard this in class. Weren't we told that it would come out in the 
exam? Although, the law has been revised recently, and the articles have changed. The gist 
is still the same as the old BR law." 


"It's just something | heard. It's a one-way street, so there's no turning back. Well then, let's 
continue." 


Then, with a leap, she crossed the line. 


"Number twelve, Maho Nosaka, I'll participate." 
"Second boy, Hidetomo Tobe, and second girl, Miki Ikeda." 


"O-oh, well, count me in." 


The two stepped forward. Taku saw the sunburnt, sturdy face of his teammate. From the rear 
of the crowd, Masataka Hikasa, the twelfth boy in attendance, dashed forward. In Class 3-B, 
he sat next to Maho and was rumored to secretly have feelings for her. Despite his 
intellectual demeanor, he had a habit of talking back to teachers, earning him a less than 
favorable reputation among students. No one had ever visited his room. 


"Oh, I've also come to an understanding. I'll participate." 


Hidetomo was a man who cared excessively about those around him. When he was five 
years old, his mother passed away. At the age of seven, his father remarried and had two 
more children. Whether it was because he was the eldest or not, Hidetomo cherished his 
half-siblings, born to a different mother. His stepmother was an emotionally unstable person 
who often lashed out at the children. During such times, Hidetomo took the brunt of his 
mother's blame. 


Without hesitation, he sprinted through the line and sat down next to Maho. She pretended 
not to notice. 


The reason for enrolling in Kakunodate Middle School was similar. Despite having the 


grades to go to a different school, he deliberately chose Kakunodate because of its boarding 
system. Hidetomo had confided in Taku about this. 
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"Ah, youth. What about you two? In a relationship, Nosaka? Well, it doesn't matter. 
Regardless of the reason, the decision is yours. Just so you know, once you embark on this 
path..." 

"The father would even shout at him to shut up because he was too loud. Standing alongside 
Hidetomo, Miki Ikeda was the opposite. She was a girl who couldn't get by without someone 
paying attention to her. 


Unable to participate properly in physical education classes, Miki always "observed" as an 
outsider from the sidelines. A child who couldn't join the circle of playmates was in a perilous 
situation. Since elementary school, Miki had been a target of bullying. Coming to this school, 
where the number of students with similar circumstances increased, must have been a relief 
for her. 


"Let's go - three, two, one," Hidetomo crossed the line with indignation. 
"You bastard!" 


Stomping his feet, he walked over to the cart, received a bag labeled "2," and plopped down 
in front of Nao and Taku. 


On the other side of the line, Miki closed her eyes and trembled. 


Miki's father was the vice principal of the elementary school and a strict person. Believing 
that a child's aptitude is determined by the age of six, he attempted to provide what he called 
"education for gifted children" even before Miki entered kindergarten. However, this 
educational policy did not suit Miki's naturally laid-back personality, leading her to become 
even more introverted with each mistake. Moreover, she started having asthma attacks even 
before entering elementary school. Miki's father continued to maintain a cold attitude, 
insisting that it was just a "stubborn illness." In that generation, there was a superstition that 
asthma attacks occurred in individuals with a lazy attitude. Despite waking up in the middle 
of the night with asthma attacks, struggling in pain with her back curled up, Miki's father 
would say, "That's just a lazy disease," maintaining a cold demeanor towards her." 

"| don't want to! | hate it!" Miki's vehement voice tried to resist. 


Riki's cold voice overpowered her. "Ikeda, you choose your own destiny." 

Despite the life-and-death decision, there was no one who expressed a refusal, including 
Ryo Kurosawa, who had already declared his intention to participate, along with Shiori 
Kitano, who shared the same attendance number four. 

"Ikeda!" 


It wasn't as straightforward as it seemed for a choice that risked their lives. 


Hidetomo called out. Miki opened her eyes suddenly and, as if invited by his voice, crossed 
the line. 
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Riki shook his head. 


From beyond the wire mesh, they received impolite stares. For those people, we were 
nothing more than animals. Such thoughts passed through Taku's mind. 


"Okay, time is short, let's move on. Next, male number three, Jyusht Katsusai, and female 
number three, Kyoko Kakei." 


(Staring at us.) 


At the front of the classroom, Riki continued to call out names with a languid demeanor." 
"Male number thirteen, Yasuaki Hosaka, and female number thirteen, Mayu Hasuda." 


Yasuaki, with thick glasses and a plump figure, and Hasuda, with broad shoulders and 
well-defined limbs, stood up. This pair also contrasted sharply. 


Satsuki asked a silly question about the tightness of the collars. 
Already, more than half of the forty-two students had crossed the line. 


Hosaka, who was already a senior, had once been in a prestigious school following the 
escalator system from elementary school to university. However, in his first year of junior 
high, he fell seriously ill, causing him to miss an entire year of school. As a result, he had to 
repeat a year. In the exclusive environment of the escalator school, he faced severe bullying 
in the class below due to his year-long absence. The situation reversed when his younger 
brother entered the same school in junior high. 


My younger brother was promoted to the first team, and Hosaka was demoted to the second 
team. Moreover, at school, there were reports of cruel bullying against Hosaka. What would 
happen if Hosaka's younger brother enrolled there? Would he also become a target of 
bullying, labeled as "that brother who got demoted"? Thinking about this, the parents 
decided to withdraw Hosaka from school and move him to a different location away from his 
brother. This decision was supported by the unanimous opinion of the students in Class 3B. 
However, despite the darkness surrounding him, what saved Hosaka was his composure, 
unfazed by the situation. 


Hosaka had a younger brother two years below him, who had already decided to enter that 
school through a junior high school entrance exam. When asked about their parents' 
decision, they withdrew Hosaka from school and transferred him to Kanoshizu. Hosaka 
himself mentioned that attending a school with a rigorous curriculum would be tough, but 
those around him almost understood the real reason and refrained from mentioning it. 


Renta Mayu, closely acquainted with the class representative Kakei Kyoko, is a girl with 
excellent athletic abilities. She has participated in many prefectural competitions and is 
admired by many male students within the school. 

She enrolled at Kanoshizu because her parents divorced. The direct cause was her father 
leaving home due to an affair with another woman. 
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Originally, for the parents of Hosaka, Hosaka, who successfully entered a prestigious school 
from elementary school through entrance exams, was considered the "first team,” while his 
younger brother, who failed to do so, was considered the "second team." However, things 
took a turn when Hosaka fell ill. 


"Fifth batter, Kazumi Fukuda." 

Kazumi Fukuda stood up. 

Just as they were about to proceed towards the sideline, Shintaro turned around. He picked 
up the rugby ball that had rolled onto the floor. 


The trigger for their marriage was pulled, and custody of Mayu was obtained by her mother. 
However, it seemed that the father still had lingering feelings for Mayu and often tried to take 
her away using questionable means, almost like kidnapping. In order to protect Mayu from 
her father, the mother took the necessary steps for her transfer. 


Mayu smacked Hosaka on the back and, holding the ball, declared firmly while looking at 
Riki's face. 


"Well then, let's go, Hosaka-kun." 
"| absolutely refuse." 
"Oh, | see." 


Even from a distance, it was clear. A sudden cold gleam appeared in Riki's eyes as he 
glared at Shintaro. 


"What? Shintaro?" 


The two of them leaped over the line side by side, in a way that was truly characteristic of 
Mayu. 

"| absolutely won't accept this!" 

"Boy number fourteen, Kenji Maesono, and girl number fourteen, Riko Hata. Rejection!" 
"Refusal from Shintaro...?" 

A murmur spread among the students who had already crossed the line. On the other side of 
the line, students squinted their eyes, staring at Shintaro. 

Even Riki's voice calling out their names sounded uncertain. It was understandable; until 
now, everyone had participated without any issues. The two from number fourteen also 
crossed the line without raising any objections. 

Takuma recalled the conversation from that moment. 

"Alright, next. Boy number fifteen, Shintaro Makimura, and girl number fifteen..." 

Facing his back, Kazumi Fukuda spoke up. 

"This is our last chance. We can't afford to lose this opportunity we've been given." 
"Sorry, but I'm going. | can't stick with you." 

"We shouldn't have to be losers either. We have to aim for success." 

"Takuma, you should be smart about this." 

"Just go on your own! Why do we have to fight!" 

Wasn't it you, Shintaro, who said such mature things? 

"You idiot, did you forget what you said yourself! You said it's over if we stay losers, didn't 
youl" 
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EPISODE 5 


He was pulled by the sleeve and turned around. Nao, with a pale face, pointed at Asuka 
Motomura on the other side of the line. Asuka, who should be dating Shintaro. Her eyes 
were wide open in astonishment, and she seemed on the verge of collapsing right there. 
Kurosawa, who had already crossed the line, looked dazzling. 

Facing Takuma, who shouted, Shintaro calmly said, "That was a discussion within a proper 
competition." 

"Takuma, | just can't see this as anything decent. Killing people to declare yourself a winner, 
there's no way that's acceptable. | absolutely won't accept it." 

"Loser." 


"What did you say!" 


Hearing those words from behind, Kazumi snorted. She crossed the line and went to pick up 
the bag of cards. 


As Shintaro, with a determined expression, tried to confront her, a soldier who had 
approached from behind grabbed him in a half-nelson. 


"You idiot, even if you say complicated things, | don't understand, you blockhead! Anyway, 
come on!" 


"What the hell are you doing!" 

Even with that shout, Shintaro's stoic expression remained unchanged. Riki spoke to 
Shintaro with a reptilian expression on his face. 

"Is it okay, Shintaro? Let's go." 

Shintaro tightly closed his eyes, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. Takuma darted 
forward, body-checking a soldier with a rifle from behind. He tackled Shintaro, attempting to 
embrace him, but Shintaro stiffened his elbow, forcefully pushed Takuma away, and rolled 
over the blood flowing from his body. 

Riki counted to three, looking uninterested. 

Shintaro remained motionless. 

"Hmm," Riki opened his eyes wide in surprise. "Alright, | get it." 

Stubborn eyes stared directly at them. Stubborn even in a situation like this. A fluorescent 


light overhead seemed to suddenly start spinning like a top. Shintaro's face appeared blurry, 
shaking multiple times. In an instant, it seemed like Shintaro had become a different person. 
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"Why? Come over here, quickly!" 

"| absolutely won't go." 

Before those words could finish, a soldier who had stepped forward from behind Riki aimed 
a rifle and shot Shintaro in the right knee. Shintaro let out an inhuman scream and crumbled 
to the ground. 


It felt as if a cold hand had seized his heart. 


Gasping for breath, Shintaro lay on his back. He cradled the rugby ball that had rolled beside 
him once again, as if it were his own life. Shattered. 


They really shot him. 

Dark blood was dripping from around his shattered kneecap. 

"You idiot." 

"Stop it! Shintaro, please. Stop it already!" 

"Three!" 

His throat was dry. He couldn't even force words out of his mouth. Desperately, he called out 
within his chest. 

Asuka's scream echoed emptily. Step by step, Riki's boots approached. He bent his knees 
and knelt over Shintaro. Slowly. 

"One..." 

Notice me. Listen to my scream. 

"One..." 

Shintaro's eyes widened, and words tumbled out of his mouth. 

"Shintaro!" 

"Think carefully, Shintaro. You've already lost a lot of things. This is your last chance. Your 
runaway father, your alcoholic mother, your scattered siblings left with relatives — it's a 
chance to wipe it all clean. If you survive the game, you can truly win at life." 

His face was etched in Takuma's retina. His eyebrows, eyes, nose, mouth... A black mark 
appeared on his forehead, spreading slightly. The mark pushed aside his eyes and nose, 


distorting his face. A delayed roar reached their ears. Smoke wafted from the rifle held by 
the soldier standing next to Shintaro. 
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Shintaro stretched out his legs, lying on his back, groaning. Still, he clutched the rugby ball 
and shook his head. Riki sniffed and stood up. 


Shintaro's tightly clenched fingers released, and the ball dropped. 
"You idiot. Asuka was his girlfriend. You guys..." 


The head hit the floor, bounced a couple of times, and rolled to lie down. The rugby ball 
rolled alongside. 


Once again, he was knocked away with the rifle butt. A cold voice rang out. 
"Don't take unilateral actions!" 


Takuma desperately leaned forward. The stubborn eyes that had just held a determined glint 
now looked vacant and zen-like. 


"Takuma! Stop!" 

"Tak!" 

It must be a lie. This isn't Shintaro. It can't be Shintaro lying so carelessly on the floor. That 
determined Shintaro. That stubborn person. 

"Shintaro!" 

He was firmly grabbed on both sides. A fist pressed against his neck, forcefully pulling him 
up. He couldn't break free. He tried to exert strength in his legs, but all it did was kick the 


ground in vain. Pulled back from above the line, he was pressed against the chain-link fence. 


His face was struck by something hard. Sparks flew before his eyes. He had been hit with 
the rifle butt. However, he couldn't restrain the body trying to move forward. 


"Why? Why, Shintaro!" 

As Asuka, attempting to embrace the lifeless body from the other side of the line, was kicked 
away, he couldn't divert his gaze from Shintaro. While staring at the lifeless body, blood 
oozing from the forehead, the smell of blood welled up in his nasal cavity. His fingers 
trembled, reaching for Shintaro's nonexistent chest. 

"Kazumi-chan!" 


"Huh? Me?" 


"Damn it!" "Hey, what the hell are you doing? We're allies, right? Acting on your own and 
getting yourself killed... Don't mess around, don't mess around, Shintaro!" 


He shook off the hand grabbing his shoulder. 
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The source of the sound was Fukuda Kazumi, who had just crossed the line. The LED on 
Kazumi's collar was flashing, and the sound continued. 


"I'm going to kill you!" 

"Kazumi!" 

"All of you!" 

Riki smacked his forehead. 

"Takuma, stop! Even you..." 

Shugo shouted. 

"Oh, sorry, | forgot to mention, this next game is a tag match." 
"A tag match?" 

At that moment, somewhere, electronic beeps started ringing. 


The tent buzzed with confusion at the clearly unfamiliar sound, emanating from among the 
students. 


"What's this sound?" 

"Well, to be precise, it's not really a tag match; it's more like a three-legged race, | guess? 
Everyone's collars are linked to someone with the same attendance number, so if one 
person dies, the other one automatically explodes!" 

Maesono stood there, dumbfounded and stunned. 

Yazawa Ai, who had been looking around, stopped and shouted, "Wh-why would you do 
something like that?" 

"Hey, everyone! What's going on with that!" 

"Of course, it's to teach you teamwork as teammates." 

Riki returned to his upright and motionless posture, snapping his heels together. A voice 
erupted from the depths of his throat. 

"The collars are synchronized with each other through radio waves, so it's futile to escape. 
Moreover, if you're more than fifty meters apart, they'll explode. Everyone, be extremely 


careful." 


Inside the chain-link fence, everyone listened to Riki's words with pale expressions. Kazumi, 
with a twisted face, staggered and knelt. 


"Why only me? Seriously, | can't stand this! Hey, Ai, help me!" 
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Leaning with her palm and knees, she inched closer, clinging to Yazawa Ai. Ai was Kazumi's 
best friend. However— 


"As per the BRI Law, the New Century Counter-Terrorism Special Law, Article 3, the BRI 
policy! All subjects of the BRI must exterminate terrorists cheerfully, joyfully, and 
energetically! Cheerfully, joyfully, and energetically means that everyone should live healthily 
when they enter society. That's the philosophy." 


"And, of course, in society, it's not just about individual play; teamwork with those around you 
becomes essential. This is a reform point of the BRI to strengthen teamwork. Fukuda, you 
were number fifteen just like Shintaro." 

"By the way, the time between the activation of the self-destruct device on the collar and the 
actual explosion is random, ranging from one second to two hundred fifty-five seconds, so 


be careful." 


With a resigned nod, Kazumi and the surrounding students simultaneously stepped back. 
Seeing this, Kazumi exclaimed in a fluster, 


"At that moment, Ai shoved Kazumi. Kazumi hit her face on the floor and stood up with a 
tear-stained face. 


Huddled in a corner, Kaba protected herself. 
"Hey, Ai, wait..." 


No, she couldn't move. Her body was paralyzed. 
"Kazumi... I'm sorry!" 


What was happening in front of her seemed unreal. 


Yuka, who was beside Ai, turned and fled. Watching her bewildered back, Kazumi sprinted 
after her. 


"Please, help... | don't want this, | don't want to die... Someone help me, please!" 

To think that one human could treat another like this. Takuma witnessed something 
unimaginable. The soldiers on the other side of the chain-link fence were laughing. They 
pointed at the desperate Kazumi and the fleeing students, laughing heartily as if finding it 
amusing. 

(They're enjoying this!) 

Kazumi's face was smeared with tears and mucus. From the other side of the chain-link 


fence to this side, anyone who could cling desperately raised their hands high and ran 
toward them. 
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"They're here!" 


As Naoki Shiro attempted to embrace her, Kazumi received a hard slap and fell again. In that 
moment, the students huddled together and fled to a corner. 
"Don't come this way! Go back!" 


Kazumi staggered to her feet. The color drained from her face, and she had a frozen 
expression. Her tear-stained and mucus-covered face was now further reddened with 
nosebleed. 


From the depths of her throat, a roar erupted. In the tent, drowned out by the electronic 
sounds, Kazumi's roar and the frantic footsteps of students running echoed. Takuma leaped 


forward, oblivious. 


He crossed the white line. 
"Remaining forty, everyone participate!" 


Another scream, one that seemed inhuman and devoid of meaning. Suddenly, Kazumi 
started running towards the wire fence, toward the entrance that they had all passed through 
earlier. The intervals of the unpleasant electronic sounds shortened. Kazumi ran towards the 
exit that shouldn't open. 

On the other side of the line, there was no one left except for Shintaro's lifeless body. 


"Mommy!" 


(Did you see, Shintaro? We're so powerless. Even though you sacrificed yourself and stood 
your ground, it didn't change a thing. Foolish. You're a fool.) 


Sinking to his knees, Shota Hikasa moaned. 

Suddenly, a dazzling light shot from Kazumi's neck. For an instant, her neck bulged as if a 
balloon were bursting, and it tore apart with the rush of light. A thunderous roar echoed, and 
her remaining body was sent flying. It crashed into the wire fence, the same wire fence she 
couldn't reach even as she ran, and the torn flesh embedded itself into the mesh. 


"B-b-b-boom." 


"This is insane... It's insane. It's not just my mistake; if your partner makes a mistake, you 
have to die as well. This is unfair, irrational." 


On the other side, the soldiers were showered with a red-faced spectacle, squirming in 
discomfort. 


"Heee!" 


Someone shouted, and that voice seemed to break a dam, as everyone started to speak up. 
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"In this world, things are unfair and irrational like that. | told you from the beginning. Human 
life is not equal at all. Like this, even if I'm not at fault, humans can die." 


The tone became more condescending. 

"And that's how it is. Stabbed by a random attacker, caught in a gas explosion in the 
underground city, you know. These rules teach us the harsh realities of life—a grateful 
additional rule, you see." 


"Even so..." 


Kaba: "Then why not just protect each other so your partner in the duo doesn't die? This 
game isn't just about completing the final mission. It's also about providing educational 
effects to everyone. Don't forget about that, okay? Help each other and seize the future." 


While hearing those words, Takeru felt something warm wetting his cheeks. 


Tetsuya Shimura, a member of Schwarz Katz, and a military geek who boasted about 
shooting live rounds during overseas travels, retorted. He constantly talked about guns 
whenever he had the chance. Just a while ago, he proudly crossed the line, declaring he 
would be the only one to survive. 


It was tears. Unstoppable tears were wetting Takeru's cheeks. The corpse of Shintaro, 
Naoki's face standing beside it, gradually became blurry. In their place, something heavy and 
burdensome began to sprout in Takeru's chest. 

"Even so, isn't it strange? The goal of this BR game is to defeat a final boss named 
Shichihara Akiya, not to kill each other. Yet, there are these absurd rules causing 
combatants to decrease for no apparent reason." 


"Exactly." 


Shintaro and Wami's bodies were being carried away by the soldiers. The smell of 
gunpowder in the air was gradually fading. 


As if talking to a child, Riki, with a sneer on his face, continued, "Da-ka-a-ra." 

Risa Shintou probably glared at Kurosawa. She was a girl from the same close-knit group as 
Mayu Hasuda, friendly with Kyouko Kakehi. She also served as the class representative for 
Class 3-B. 

"Kurosawa-kun, do you even understand what you're saying? You're talking about killing 
people!" 

Takuma and the others took out items from the bags they were handed and put them on. 
Helmets with goggles, armor vests with lots of pockets, and backpacks. Once they were all 
geared up, they no longer looked like a group of middle school students. 


Kurosawa didn't even bother looking at Risa. 


"Nanahara is evil. How many people died in that terrorist attack?" Mayu shouted. 
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"Just because of that, why us?" The men from Schwarzkatz raised their voices one after 
another. 


"Shut up! If you want to survive, you better kill Nanahara. We'll definitely be the last ones 
standing!" Amidst the roaring shouts, timidly, Reina Niimi raised her hand. 


Riki gazed at the floor around where Shintaro had fallen, then said, "Alright, that wraps up 
the confirmation of participation. Any questions? Yes, Kurosawa-kun." 


With a shining gaze, Kurosawa interrupted, "So, all we need to do is kill Shichihara Akiya?" 
"Exactly." 


"Understood." Takuma recalled the words Kurosawa spoke in the cafeteria. "Don't mention 
the name Shichihara Akiya in front of me..." He remembered how Kurosawa's back had 
trembled as if crying at that time. 

"Uh, sensei." 

"Yes, Niimi-san?" 

"Daaaah|" 

"Can you make sure to take a shower every day?" 

Riki suddenly shouted. 

"Daaaah! Daaah! Daaah!" 

All eyes focused on Reina. She looked flustered and lowered her gaze. 

"Well, | have atopic dermatitis..." 

She kicked the floor, threw the binder she was holding. Masakatsu Taguchi took it on the 
face and screamed. 

Yuka Yushiro (attendance number 22) and Eri Yoshiyama (attendance number 23) raised 
their hands and spoke without waiting for permission. 

"Sensei, according to the attendance numbers, we're both girls." 

"Isn't this unfair!" 

Riki's eyes widened. His expression, which was usually vague, and the amused look from 
earlier were completely replaced by a broken expression. His hair was disheveled, and veins 
stood out on his temples. 

"Due to there being four more girls than boys in this class, there will be two female pairs." 
Ujimushi: "Shut up, you maggots! Have you all misunderstood something? This is war. Is 
there fairness or justice in war?" 

"Hey!" 

Kyoko Kakei chimed in too. She pointed at Haruo Kasai, who was going to be her pair. 
"At least let us choose our partners!" 

A voice came from someone who hadn't spoken a word until now. It was Haruka Kuse, 
number five in attendance. Haruka, the only returnee in the class, rarely spoke, and her 
words were cold. Haruo, who seemed like a victim of bullying, responded with a forced 
smile. 

"And regarding resistance, obstruction, revenge, or any actions against the cooperation with 
the management team, strict punishment will be imposed—understood?" 
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Riki clapped his hands as Shiori smoothly recited the rules. "So, what exactly is this 'war'?" 
But Riki ignored those words and pointed at Shiori, who had raised her hand behind Haruka. 
"Yes, Kitano-san." "When do we get our weapons?" 

"Oh, outstanding, outstanding. Kitano, did you study in advance? Keep it up, and make sure 
not to die in a pointless way, like those two who just died." 

A flame ignited in the chest. Riki's figure blurred in an instant. ("He treats Shintaro and 
Fukuda like disposable trash.") Shiori had been silently inspecting her equipment in a corner 
since crossing the line. It was only when mentioned that she realized something. Among the 
equipment she received, there was no sign of any weapon. 

Riki looked into Shiori's eyes and spoke. 

Unconsciously, he had thrown something in his hand. It was a helmet. However, without 
even looking at Takuma, Riki caught it. "Got it." "When you leave the tent, we'll give you 
rifles. However, the ammunition will be dropped after landing on the island. We can't afford to 
be attacked now after handing them out." "Article 5, Section 2 of the New Century 
Counterterrorism Special Law. In charge, Instructor." Riki turned his head and grinned. In the 
next moment, the helmet was thrown back at a speed like an arrow. Until you understand its 
meaning, you must not die. 

(That's right, Shintaro...) 

Riki once again assumed a motionless upright posture. A voice mocking him followed, "For 
the supposed best try-getter in Kano Citadel Middle School, that was a lousy throw. Hold it 
properly! Are you going to fight the war naked?" The soldiers shouted, "Be careful!" Those 
words stirred up anger once again. Shugo grabbed Takuma's shoulder and whispered in his 
ear. The rhythmic sound of marching boots echoed. Riki raised his chin slightly and shouted, 
"Takuma, don't waste your life in vain!" 

Naoya's hand was pressed against Takuma's right arm. From the place where he was being 
held, a quiet wavelength emanated. The blazing flames subsided as Takuma, staring at Riki, 
spat out what he had in his mouth. 


"Listen up. The enemies are evil terrorists who indiscriminately slaughtered ordinary 
civilians. No mercy is necessary. Kill them, kill them all! On behalf of all adults, | pray for 
everyone's good luck and success. Absolutely don't lose, that's all!" 

"Got it. We won't do anything reckless for now... for now." 

"Bow to the teacher! Thank you very much!" 

"Thank you very much." A feeble voice echoed inside the tent. 

If | die here now, Shintaro will scold me. | don't understand why, but | feel like Shintaro is 
watching somewhere. As usual, he's desperately trying to convey something while cursing 
Takuma as a "stupid idiot." 

December 24th, 05:30 

Staggering forward with his hand on the ground, Takuma's backside was kicked by a soldier 


beside him. There was no time to leisurely examine the gun he held in his hand. 


{New casualties] 
Male Number 15 - Shintaro Yokomura 
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O3-type BR rifle. 

Female Number 15 - Kazumi Fukuda 

| heard it was a gun with that name. 

Remaining forty. 

Was this mass of steel going to take human lives? 

As Takuma tried to look back once more, a dazzling light pierced his eyes. 

A searchlight illuminated Takuma and the others. 

"There! Don't stop!" 

Upon leaving the tent, a mass of steel was handed to Takuma from the side. With hesitation 
from holding a gun for the first time, he passed the strap over his right shoulder through the 
gun handle and grasped the grip with his right hand. Then, he supported the front part of the 
gun with his other hand. 

Reprimands echoed, guns aimed at the surrounding soldiers, and they had no choice but to 
start running. Dazzling lights chased them from behind. It was not so much that the lights 
were illuminating their path as it was that they were being pursued by a ring of light. The 
murmurs of the people around the bus that could be heard until now were now chasing after 
Takuma and the others. 


(Heavy) 


While running, Takuma glanced around. Expressions were stolen from every face, making 
them look like masks. With the strange goggles weighing him down, it felt like he was being 
urged forward. 


That weight caused his body to stagger forward. Pushed from behind, he was compelled to 
move forward. Katsusai Haruo held a gun as he walked ahead. 


Shiori's back, leading the way, came into view. She wore a helmet with a night vision goggle, 
looking just like a soldier. Was she really a classmate from Class 3-B? 


Why did Shiori cross the line first at that moment? And why didn't she show any signs of 
disturbance unlike the other students around her? 

Even though they were teammates on the same rugby team, Takuma hardly knew anything 
about Shiori. Upon reflection, they hadn't even engaged in small talk. 


Kitano Shiori. 


Takuma looked at Ryo Kurosawa running beside him. With a darkened gaze, Kurosawa was 
running with determination. Behind him, Nozomi Sagisawa was catching up. She always had 
a vague expression and didn't stand out much among the girls. She was one of the "others." 
Her usual place was in the corner of the classroom. However, she must have had her own 
opinions and thoughts, living day by day with them. What could she be thinking right now? 


Takuma turned to the left. On the other side of Nozomi, Haruka Kuse, with a determined 
look, was running. Takuma had never spoken to Haruka either. 

Revealing the kanji characters of their surnames and listing them in katakana on the roster 
was unusual, but not unprecedented at Kanosai Middle School. There were unique 
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circumstances like students living a fugitive life due to their parents’ debts or fearing that 
investigators might discover their hometown through private detective agency inquiries. 


EPISODE 6 


Takuma felt an inexplicable curiosity about Haruka's thoughts. Why did she reveal such 
things to Riki? 


"So, what exactly is this war all about?" 


However, with Shiori, Takuma sensed a different secret from the ones that involved such 
circumstances. 
"Hey, Kitano." 


(That's right. What the hell is this? Why do we have to go to war?) Takuma called out, but it 
seemed like Shiori didn't hear or ignored him, running ahead without looking back. 

"To number seven! First team, Boat B! Likewise, up to number ten! Second team, Boat C! 
Likewise, up to number fourteen! Second team, Boat D! Likewise, up to number eighteen! 
Third team, Boat E! After that, third team, Boat F! Check your equipment and board!" 


There was no time to respond. Soldiers pushing from behind, rifles aimed, prodded their 
backs. 


"Let's go, we've got to go, right?" 


The scent of the sea became stronger, the salty smell more intense. The sharp fragrance of 
seaweed pierced their nostrils. The distant sound of waves, now combined with the sound of 
waves hitting the shore, filled the air. The searchlight illuminated the concrete seawall, 
revealing six small boats. They were almost comically small. 

"Could it be that those are our boats?" 


A group of soldiers standing on the shore quickly split into two and welcomed Takeru and the 
others. They half-fell into the boat. Shugo, who had boarded first, looked at Takeru's face 
with an expression of unease. The unspoken words were written all over his face. 


"Is this the boat we're supposed to use?" 


Two lieutenants, Tokugawa and Masuda, introduced themselves and stood in the center, 
observing the approaching students. 

It was like a lifeboat escaping from a shipwreck. With each student who boarded, the edge of 
the boat swayed precariously—a true small boat. The movement of the waves was felt from 
underfoot. The anxiety that had lingered in their chests turned into fear as the boat rocked. 


"From here, board the boat and head to the front lines! Everyone, board the boats in order of 
your attendance numbers! Numbers one to three, Team A boat! Similarly, up to number 
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seven! Team B boat! Up to number ten! Team C boat! Up to number fourteen! Team D boat! 
Beyond that, Team E boat! After equipment check, board the boat!" 


The sea surface was undulating. There's no way we could reach the island where terrorists 
lay in wait with such a boat. | sat down, stunned. Five faces stared back at me: Nao, Shugo, 
Miki, Kyouko, and Harumushi. We are probably going to die. We're going to be killed 
attempting a reckless assault. The expressions of anxiety on those faces are probably 
reflecting Takeru's own feelings. No, Harumushi's face looked even worse. From the face 
reminiscent of a bullied character in a gag manga, the color had completely drained. 


At that moment, a cold shiver rose up from the tips of my toes. "Are you okay?" Shugo 
asked, and with a strained expression, Harumushi nodded. 


"Never driven a motorboat before!" someone shouted. It was probably Jou on Boat C. 
Captain Tokugawa retorted with a cold voice, "| get seasick." Kyouko blatantly clicked her 
tongue, "Oh, come on." "Don't worry! It will automatically advance to a certain point. You only 
need to steer once we're inside the bay!" Those words prompted a self-deprecating laugh 
from Harumushi. 

"No! | don't want to! Nao!" Suddenly, a scream echoed from somewhere. Nao tried to stand 
up, but Kyouko held her back. Outrageous shouts filled the air. Above the tumult, the sound 
of warning shots rang out. The angry voices turned to screams, and the movements on the 
boat caused chaos. 

"Asuka!" Once again, Shintaro's face came to mind. A momentary tightness gripped the 
chest. 

"Don't resist!" On land, a student was being handled by soldiers. While the face was not 
visible, the delicate figure unmistakably belonged to Asuka Honmura. "Asuka, don't resist. 
Get on the boat!" The sound of fists hitting flesh echoed. Suddenly, a wave surged, and the 
boat rocked. Had Asuka, who was struck, fallen onto her own boat? Nao's voice seemed 
unheard as Asuka writhed in the struggle. 

"Asuka, Asuka... ASukal" 

"Nao, Nao, I'm with you." 

Holding onto Nao's right hand, calling Asuka's name as if clinging to it, Shugo tightened his 
grip. 

"It's okay. Sho is on that boat. It's okay. Sho will surely protect Asuka." 

Takuma remembered the faces of the other five on the E-boat. 

Wataru Mukai, the mood maker of the rugby team, also has an unwanted and undisclosed 
family issue, likely related to his parents' divorce. Despite his own hidden struggles, he goes 
out of his way abnormally to make those around him laugh and brighten the atmosphere. 


The reason Asuka transferred to Kanoshita Middle School is her refusal to attend school, 
and Naoya had previously mentioned that the direct cause of her becoming that way was 
witnessing her father's suicide. 

"When working as the rugby team manager, Asuka was bright and never showed a trace of 
such feelings, but perhaps the presence of Shintaro and Nao played a significant role. Now 
that Shintaro had been killed before her eyes, and Nao had been separated from her, how 
lonely must Asuka feel? That's right, Wataru is a good guy." 
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"Tatsu hasn't updated the note with his mother's name," there was no sign of an update. 
However, about the other two boys, Shou didn't know much. Minamoto Kiyoshi, known for 
his outstanding speed, competing for the top spots in the class. However, he was also one of 
the lower-performing students. 

"Can't even recite the multiplication tables, can you?" This was often shouted by the math 
teacher at Kiyoshi. Every time, Kiyoshi would smirk, looking somewhat embarrassed toward 
his classmates. Yosuke Miyadai. Yosuke also fell into the category of being weak in studies. 
During his time in the baseball club, he was forced to shave his head as per the club's rules, 
but after retiring, his hair suddenly began to grow. He might be aiming for a high school 
debut, but at this point, his sea urchin-like hairstyle seemed just bizarre. Yosuke is also one 
of those students whose reasons for joining Kagano Citadel Middle School are not well 
understood. 

"Exaggerating the inability to recite multiplication tables, but Kiyoshi was genuinely weak in 
all subjects. Takeru had once seen the contents of that notebook; it was filled with scribbles 
that couldn't be identified as either text or drawings. Although the characters on the 
notebook's cover were neatly written, the stark contrast shocked Takeru. Seeing Takeru's 
astonished expression, Kiyoshi said, 'Mom.™ Yukari Mifune. She was a member of the same 
delinquent group as the deceased Kazumi Fukuda. While not as prominent at Kakunodate 
Middle School as Kazumi, there were rumors about her reputation from their previous 
school. 

| was earning a lot of money by engaging in compensated dating with my friends. Having sex 
with middle school students is a crime, even with their consent. They used this as a shield 
and extorted money from the older men they lured on dating websites. The earnings were 
too excessive, and | laughed awkwardly when talking about it with the local guys. It seemed 
like everything fell apart after that. When it was discovered by the yakuza, Yuuka and some 
other members were kidnapped. After going through a lot of trouble, they were eventually 
rescued by the police. However, this incident exposed the activities of the older men hunters, 
and they were sent to Kanoshiki Fortress. 

A tingling vibration spread through the lower body. Ripples formed on the surrounding sea 
surface. The smell of gasoline filled the air as the engine began to roar. Soldiers rushed 
over, untied the rope holding the boat, and threw it into the ship. The water splashed as it hit 
the edge of the boat. 


"Set sail! Praying for good fortune in battle!" ordered Lieutenant Masuda, accompanied by 
the sound of synchronized heels hitting the ground from behind. 


(What good fortune in battle?) 


Matsumaki Shiho was not on good terms with that girl, Taika. But it seemed like Shiho didn't 
get along with anyone. Perhaps she hated being in this middle school. Maybe she wanted to 
leave here as soon as possible. She seemed mature in every way. Even the notebook she 
used was practical, like a university notebook, not fancy like her classmates’. | can imagine 
her reading with her face pressed against an open paperback, ignoring the classmates who 
were shouting and having fun. 


The lower body felt a tingling vibration. Ripples spread across the surrounding sea surface. 
The smell of gasoline wafted, and the engine began to roar. Soldiers rushed over, untied the 
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rope that was holding the boat, and threw it into the ship. It hit the ship's edge, causing the 
seawater to splash. 


"Set sail! Pray for good fortune in battle!" 


Along with Lieutenant Masuda's command, there was a simultaneous sound of heels 
stomping from behind. 


(What good fortune in battle?!) 


Shiho Matsuki was not on good terms with anyone, especially that Taka. But it seemed like 
Shiho didn't get along with anyone. Perhaps she hated being in this middle school. Probably, 
she wanted to leave here as soon as possible. She seemed mature in everything she did. 
Even the notebook she used was practical, like a university notebook, not fancy like her 
classmates’. | can picture her reading with her face pressed against an open paperback, 
ignoring the classmates who were shouting and playing around. 


The engine coughed loudly once, and then the entire boat began to shake violently. The 
bottom of the boat floated up gently. Cutting through the dark sea surface, the boat slowly 
started moving forward. 


Sho, Asuka, Kanki, Miyadai, Matsuki, Mifune. 
These six faces were their comrades in battle, but... 


Suddenly, a sharp pain pierced deep into their chests. It felt as if a part of their bodies had 
been severed. 


They couldn't go back anymore. 
Hidetoshi, following the monotonous melody, belted out nonsense. 


"Bastards, bastards, damn bastards!" 


The land was getting farther away. Takuma forcibly tore his gaze away and looked towards 
the front of the boat. 


He might never return alive. Without thinking, he grabbed the boat's prow and leaned 
forward. Soldiers on the shore simultaneously aimed rifles in their direction. 


"Go!" 


Nothing was visible ahead, only an expansive darkness. The gun barrels were intimidating. 
A deep bass reverberated against Takuma's face. In the dim darkness, he could see a faint 
glow that seemed to be coming from brass instruments. Somehow, a brass band had 
appeared. On the sound of their music, a deep voice chased after the six boats. 

The bow of the boat rocked violently from side to side, constantly being splashed by waves, 
wetting Takuma and his comrades' camouflage uniforms. Every time their hands touched the 
water of the December sea, their fingertips became painfully numb. The boat felt as 
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unreliable as a leaf being swallowed by a whirlpool. Was it really moving forward? To 
Takuma, it felt like the boat was descending into a bottomless abyss. 

“It's the national anthem," said Kyoko with a pale face. "Even in times like this, they sing the 
national anthem when going to battle?" 

The persistent sound of the national anthem finally faded away. In its place, a rhythmic 
sound of something continuously beating against the wind drew closer. Soon, it became 
clear to their ears. 

Osamu let out a pitiful voice. The sound had transformed into thunderous explosions. 

- Oh! Did you already check that far? Kakei, you're amazing! 

"It's a helicopter!" 

A familiar voice echoed inside the helmet. 

Shugo shouted. With his voice, the six members of A-boat all looked up at the sky. The 
eastern sky was faintly turning blue, and through that sky, a military helicopter was 
approaching. The low-flying wind pressure caused the boat to sway unsteadily. 

Astro, with a blue face, blinked. "It's Riki," he thought, instinctively glaring at the helicopter 
above his head. The dark and menacing helicopter hovered over Takuma and the others. 
The outline gradually became clearer as dawn approached. They could now distinguish the 
gun barrel-like protrusion from the nose of the aircraft. It was none other than aimed at 
Takuma and the others. 


Engo: "Is it a support helicopter?" 

Riki's voice chuckled. 

"Tezuka with a blue face squinted. It was Riki. Without thinking, he glared at the helicopter 
above his head. The black and sinister helicopter body looked down at Takuma and the 
others. The outline gradually became clearer, probably because dawn was beginning. The 
barrel-like gun protruding from the nose could now be distinguished. It was none other than 
aimed at Takuma and the others. Enko said, 'Is it a helicopter for cover?' Riki chuckled and 
said, ‘Idiot! There's no way it's for cover. They're monitoring us. To see if we try to escape by 
jumping into the sea.' Kyoko said angrily, ‘Well, as long as we have these collars, we can't 
escape even if we tried. And this boat is completely remote-controlled like a toy. | saw it, but 
it seems impossible to change direction.’ 'Ah, I'm not in that helicopter. Too bad. The 
intercom attached to everyone's helmets is connected with encrypted radio waves, so we 
can communicate with the teacher on the mainland. It may be difficult to connect during 
combat, but the important thing is to use the intercom to communicate, so don't miss 
anything and try to avoid it with all your intelligence! That's all! We will broadcast the list of 
casualties and announcements of prohibited areas through this intercom every six hours." 
"If there's any problem, feel free to use this communication to ask the teacher for questions, 
okay?" 

- Who's going to do that? 

- Well, anyone really. When attacking a hideout where terrorists are holed up, it's normal to 
prepare a team several times the size of the enemy's... That's just being proactive! 

- Don't be so lazy! 

- Whose voice was that just now? Maezono? No, no, it's fine. Just keep up the good work 
and stay energetic. 

-Teacher, | have a question. How many members are there in the Nanahara terrorist group? 
It was the voice of Shizumaru, the war otaku. 
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Suddenly, Riki shouted loudly, causing the intercom to tremble. -Don't talk like a full-fledged 
adult. We're all still middle school students. Superficial knowledge won't do us any good. 
Have the courage to charge forward! 

"Charge forward and meet our doom, huh?" 

Shugo muttered quietly. 

"Inconvenient questions, they yell and try to dodge." 

"And, | understand that the map of the island to the hideout is displayed on the navigation, 
but there is naturally a possibility of traps being set along the way. Can't | get any information 
about that?" 

"As a personal weapon, in addition to the O-Type BR rifle, we have prepared a grenade 
launcher that can be attached to the rifle. If you use that, it will be effective." 

"There are plenty of terrorists, including Nanahara. So please kill as many as possible 
together with Nanahara! | think there are traps set up, of course. It should be possible to 
neutralize the terrorists!" 

"What do we do if the enemy has prepared more effective weapons than that?" 

It's the voice of Maho Nosaka. 

Hibiki Taniyano was a student plagued by severe panic disorder. Particularly sensitive to 
scenes of violence, even just seeing people fighting on TV or hearing the sound of 
something falling off a desk would trigger panic attacks, causing her to collapse. 

-By the way, what would be the procedure if someone unfortunately gets injured on the 
battlefield... 

-Don't change the subject! 

"| can't take this anymore, I'm getting off!" 

Hibiki is thrashing about. Ayane Yagi and Ai Yazawa from the ladies' group are restraining 
her. The boat is swaying dangerously from side to side with every movement of Hibiki's arms 
and legs. 

The unfiltered voice came through the earphones. It was from outside the boat. Through the 
dim light, the silhouettes of five other boats became visible. It was getting brighter. 


At that moment, a new voice echoed from the intercom. It was the voice of a soldier named 
Masta. On one of the boats, someone was causing a commotion. Other students were trying 


to restrain the person. 


"Attention, everyone! Confirming the start time of the operation from now! Synchronize your 
watches, it's currently 0600!" 


"Hey, what are you doing!" 

| glanced at the issued wristwatch. The large dial indeed showed the numbers "0600." 
"You idiot, stop it!" 

"Everyone, pull up your navigation systems and check the map!" 

"Hibiki-chan..." 


On the chest of the life vest, a PD, about the size of a palm, glittered dazzlingly. 
On the F boat, attending as number nineteen, 
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Flags were raised in the east, covering three directions. 
A conveyed the information. | took it out and powered it on. The LCD screen immediately lit 
up, projecting a color map. It was the map of Battleship Island, where we were about to land. 


"The enemy is holed up in the hideout on top of the hill. Three entry points! The east side 
facing the front of the hideout is Entry Point A! The north side is Point B! The south side is 
Point C! Naturally, traps are expected in the vicinity! Everyone, be cautious!" 


"Just talking doesn't cost a thing; you can say whatever you want!" 


The voice cursing from the B boat across was Masami Shibaki. 

Looking at Battleship Island on the map, it stretches from northeast to southwest, forming a 
slender and tiny island with a length of only three kilometers. In the middle of the island, 
there are two small hills, on top of which stand unmanned ruins. The island's name likely 
comes from the resemblance of these structures to a battleship's bridge and turrets. At the 
northeast tip of the island, there are remnants of a former settlement, while at the southwest 
end, there is a lighthouse. Five hundred meters east of the lighthouse, there is a cove on the 
coastline, serving as the island's only harbor. The majority of the island's perimeter consists 
of steep cliffs, making it practically impossible to land anywhere except for the cove. 

- On the map, the island is divided into several areas, and prohibited areas are updated 
every hour! If you remain in the area after the designated time, the collar will explode, so 
make sure to exit immediately! 


Following the instructions, moving the cursor keys caused a portion of the screen to zoom in. 
The map around the cove was prominently displayed. On top of the cove, there were 
remnants of a coal mine, and further north on a hill, there was a noticeable mark, directing 
that there's no choice but to move forward, cutting off the retreat, be it north or south. 
Certainly, the areas around the battlefield will be designated prohibited zones immediately, 
and it won't be possible to evade the combat by hiding alone. 

An unseen enemy is speaking. Right now, the enemies we are intending to kill... 


- Soon, the boat will switch from automatic to manual control. Prepare for landing 
immediately... 


- If you get any closer to the island, we will attack immediately... repeating... 

Suddenly, the audio abruptly cut off. There was a grating sound, as if rubbing glass with 
pieces of wood. Following that, an entirely different voice interjected. It seemed to be a 
man's voice, spoken in hushed tones. Unlike the voices of Riki and Lieutenant Masuda, it 
was Clear and serene. 


In Takeru's mind, an image he had seen before resurfaced — the face of a young man with 
long hair and a bandana. He recalled his skepticism about whether such a young man could 
truly be a terrorist. The voice reaching him through the intercom now was surprisingly clear, 
with a calm tone. 

- Can you hear me? 

(Is this guy really a heinous murderer?) 

"Who? What is this voice?" 

- Uotsuhon! 
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Kyouko coughed suspiciously. 

A loud voice, overpowering Nanahara’'s, interjected. 

(It's him!) 

Takeru sensed it. 

- I'm Shuya Nanahara... Warning. If you get any closer to the island, we will attack 
immediately. Repeating... 

- It's Takeuchi Riki! Hey, you guys, snap out of it! Did you hear that just now? Listen up, they 
mean business. This isn't what you wished for! You have nothing left to lose. Keep fighting 
until you burn out! Now, everyone, the game has begun. 

| involuntarily looked up. My eyes met with Shugo sitting in front. He looked back at Takeru 
with a bewildered expression. 

It's Riki! 

Suddenly, the boat's speed dropped. The sharp prow that had been slicing through the water 
surface wavered dangerously, causing the boat to start shaking from side to side. 

"It switched to manual control! Someone take the helm!" Takeru shouted, and Harumushi 
timidly grasped the steering wheel. After a few unsteady sways, the boat regained its course. 


Takeru's boat seemed to be drawn toward the center. Beyond the cove, a sandy beach 
stretched out, but the rocky cliffs of the hills protruded near the coastline, making the beach 
area as small as a cat's forehead. On that beach, there were objects resembling giant stakes 
scattered about. With strangely ominous pointed tips, these objects displayed a lack of 
welcoming intent from the island's inhabitants. 

"Look, there!" 


The thunderous noise overhead suddenly intensified. A helicopter abruptly descended in 
altitude. The wind churned up by the rotor violently frothed the sea's surface. 


"Damn it! They're trying to intimidate us. Harumushi, just keep moving forward!" Kyouko 
pointed to the top of the hills. Square structures, unmistakably man-made, stood on the 
rocky surface entwined with vines, overseeing the scene with an imposing presence. 
Countless flags fluttered around various parts of those buildings. 

"I-I got it!" 


"What the... here..." 
Harumushi, gripping the steering wheel, coughed as if dazed. 


The sun, which had gradually brightened, now clearly illuminated the path of the six boats. At 
that moment, a faint light flickered in one of the windows of the structures. 


Up ahead, a quiet inlet soread with water, sending a chill down Takeru's spine. 

A. On the E boat, someone's head was seen exploding. Due to excessive throwing of 
curveballs, the pitcher had ended up breaking his throwing arm. With no use for a pitcher 
who could no longer play, Yousuke fell from the position of the baseball team's star player. 
The coach, who had previously praised him, turned a blind eye to him. Naturally, his 
frustration manifested in his attitude, but the homeroom teacher said, 
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"Being a junior high school student, your main focus should be on studies. Once the club 
activities settle down, you need to put effort into your studies next." 

The direct reason for Yosuke Miyadai entering Shikano Citadel Middle School can be 
attributed to his continued involvement in baseball since elementary school. However, it was 
advice that neither served as a remedy nor poison. 


Since his Little League days, Miyadai had been a recognized pitcher in the district. Upon 
entering middle school, he quickly made a name for himself, and as a second-year student, 
he was promptly selected for official matches. Among his peers, he stood out as an 
exceptional pitcher, eventually being relied upon as the ace. However, this led to a 
shortening of his playing career. 


What kept him tied to the baseball team was the presence of the female manager. 

During his time as the ace pitcher, the female manager clearly showed affection towards 
Yousuke. Unable to forget those glances, and with the belief that even after stepping down 
from the position of the team's ace, she would still harbor feelings for him, there was enough 
justification for Yousuke to be confident of that. It didn't take long for the truth to be revealed 
before an official confirmed it. 

Mari's unfounded conceit was tying Yousuke to a fruitless club activity. One day, Yousuke, 
feeling burdened by equipment cleanup, discreetly left the school through a rarely used back 
gate. Since the gate was closed, student entry and exit were prohibited. 

The incident was covered up as a scandal, the coach was dismissed, and Yousuke faced the 
punishment of transferring schools. Even at his new school, Shikano Citadel Middle School, 
Yousuke was somewhat forced to join the baseball club, but he no longer had any intention 
of seriously participating in club activities. Rather than continuing with the peculiar crew cut 
of the baseball team, he wanted to grow his hair and play with girls as soon as possible. 
Unable to leave a significant mark on the team's performance, as soon as the baseball club 
concluded its official matches for the year, Yousuke began growing his hair. 

Climbing over the gate while being mindful of anyone watching, when Yousuke descended to 
the ground, he saw a familiar car parked ahead. It was the coach's car. A middle school alum 
who was supposed to be attending a nearby sports university, the coach had been coming 
three times a week in that car. 


The hollow-point 7.62mm bullet pierced through Yousuke's skull, around his hairline area, 
breaking through the skull as it entered. It then destructively passed through the soft brain 
tissue, turning it into a pulpy mess, and deformed the bullet's tip like a grenade as it 
ricocheted around the inner wall of the skull. It was an instant death. 

Suspicious of the strange vibrations in the car, Yousuke casually looked inside the window. 
What he saw was the coach and the manager exchanging a passionate embrace with the 
car seat reclined. 


Before he knew it, he was mercilessly smashing the car with the metal bat he had in his 
hand. Residents, alerted by the noise, reported it to the police. 


As Miyadai Yousuke collapsed, bullets rained down like hail around the six boats. 

The sea surface rippled, and bullets made a sharp noise as they struck the hull, shaving off 
the synthetic resin structure. Fragments flew, piercing into the rubber components inside the 
cabin with a squelching sound. 
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"No, what's happening!" 


Narrow water columns rose radially. In between, mortar shells fell with a swooshing sound, 
exploding underwater and causing the sea surface to swell. The impact created irregular 
waves, making the boats shake like leaves. 

"Get down!" 


In response to Yuka Mifune's voice, Wataru reflexively shouted. The helicopter that had been 
flying at low altitude abruptly began to ascend. 


"Damn it!" 
"Get down! Run!" 
"As soon as they started shooting, they ran away!" 


The students’ shouts were drowned out by the continuing echoes of incoming gunfire, 
reaching nowhere. 

Ignoring the burning gaze fueled by that anger, the helicopter rapidly gained altitude, moving 
away from the combat zone. Shou's father was often violent towards the family. Each time, it 
started with hitting his mother, and then his younger brother, who cried out in protest, would 
become the next victim. Being still weak, Shou had no means to fight against his father. He 
could only embrace his younger siblings, hide them under the bed or elsewhere to remain 
unseen by their father, wait for the storm of violence to pass, and hope for the anger to 
subside. 

But this storm would not pass until Shou and the others had all breathed their last. 


Inside the E boat, where Yousuke Miyadai's lifeless body lay after being pushed aside from 
the pilot's seat, chaos ensued. Shou removed the control stick from Miyadai's lifeless hands 


at the pilot's seat, attempting to steer. 


"No, stop! You'll get us all caught in the explosion." 
"Stop, Shiho. Stop!" 


Everyone is scrambling, trying to use the corpses as shields against the incoming gunfire. 
"Calm down, you need to calm down!" 

"Get out of the way, you idiot!" 

"You're the one, acting like a man!" 

"Shut up!" 

Shou can't even turn around to see the chaos as he struggles to steer the boat swaying from 
side to side. 


The voice that used to be the mood-maker, soothing the rugby team members, now sounded 
strained and ugly. Even that voice is drowned out by shouts and explosions. 
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EPISODE 7 


An annoying electronic sound begins, and the remaining five freeze in place. Yousuke 
Miyadai's death triggered the activation of the collars around their necks. 
"W-who is it?" 


"It's Mifune!" 


Originally, Shiho disliked Yuka Mifune. It wasn't just Yuka; she disliked Class 3-B, and, in 
fact, the entire Shikano Citadel Middle School. However, she had a particular aversion to 
Yuka Mifune and the group she belonged to. 


Huddled, shielding their heads from the raining bullets, Minamoto shouted. 
"No! Get off! It'll explode!" 


"You're talking nonsense, you..." 


The reason Shiho transferred to Shikano Citadel Middle School was due to a severe bullying 
incident in her previous class. A female student subjected to bullying, such as having cold 
water poured on her in her underwear and having rotten garbage stuffed into her desk, left a 
vengeful suicide note. 


With a desperate look on her face, Shiho Matsuki tackled Yuka Mifune. They needed to get 
her off the boat before the bomb exploded. 
"She couldn't stand it, hated it so much. Hated it — always." 


"| won't be dragged into your mess. Let go!" 


The suicide note exposed the bullies, including some female students like Shiho Matsuki, 
who had chosen to turn a blind eye to the bullying rather than directly participate. When their 
names were exposed externally and the school, concerned about its reputation, issued 
warnings, Shiho was forced to transfer. 


"Why me?" 
She kicked and thrust the O3-type BR rifle butt into the struggling Yuka's chest, slamming it 
against her face. Nasal bones broke, and bright red blood sprayed. 


Shiho repeated those words countless times. She couldn't bear being dragged into this. For 
Shiho, it was unbearable to deal with someone as straightforwardly delinquent as Yuka 
Mifune — those who expressed their dissatisfaction with school life through easily 
understandable rebellion, people she found frustratingly simple. She disliked not only the 
weakness that led someone to become a target of bullying and commit suicide but also the 
evident foolishness of those tormenting the weak. 

Surrounded by such a group, Yuka Mifune, who initially wasn't a straightforward delinquent, 
was introduced to the world of "easy-to-understand" delinquency. Invited by friends who 
discovered they could earn some pocket money on a mobile dating site, she ventured into 
amateur prostitution. Initially, it was genuinely just for earning extra money, and she wasn't 
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directly selling her body. Some older men were foolish enough to provide money just for 
meals or karaoke, and Yuka, a junk food enthusiast, didn't particularly find the upscale 
cuisine they treated her to enjoyable. 


She didn't think much of the luxurious meals, but she felt a kind embrace from her body's 
welcoming clients. 

(Yatsuta) 

Listening to middle-aged men singing slightly outdated songs they thought matched Yuka's 
age at karaoke was just annoying for her. However, she received money for just that. 


Eventually, she came up with the idea of not only getting money but also hunting down these 
men using it as leverage. Yet, that turned out to be the beginning of a mistake. The Yakuza 
found out about her flashy earnings, kidnapped her, and subjected Yuka to gang rape, 
beating her relentlessly. 

Watching Yuka Mifune fall from the boat, Shiho felt a sense of joy. However, in the next 
moment, a crushing impact reverberated through her back, and Shiho was thrown onto the 
boat's edge, where she had just pushed Yuka. The same bullet that had caused the instant 
death of Yosuke Miyadai had penetrated Shiho's lower right side, damaging her spinal cord 
and propelling her body forcefully out of the boat. 

(Back then, no one helped me either.) 

TA!) 

Shiho's swinging rifle crushed the bones of the fingers trying to cling to the boat's edge. 
[Matuki! J 

(Anyway, no one will help me.) Kiyomoto barely caught that arm. 

Hurry, pull me up!| Shiho's intense expression was visible. From behind her, bullets 
resembling clusters of malice were incoming. 

[Uh, yeah. J (It's okay already...) Yuka slowly relaxed her body. The sea surface approached, 
but the enemy's gunfire showed no mercy. 

Ironically, Shiho, saved from the fall by Minamoto Kiyoshi's robust strength, became a 
resistance. Her body served as an obstacle, causing the boat to decelerate rapidly. It 
became a perfect target, and a barrage of bullets poured down, ruthlessly killing her in a 
frenzied manner. Unfortunately, Asuka witnessed this agonizing spectacle by chance. Since 
then, the sight of violent behavior and the color of blood have driven Asuka's sanity to 
madness. 

(Blood. Blood. Blood!) 

Suddenly, holes bloomed on Kiyoshi's broad back. One bullet lodged in the thick latissimus 
dorsi, but the remaining bullets tore through vital organs in the abdominal cavity, piercing 
through the front of the body. They struck the boat's floor, creating sparks. 


Around Asuka, the cacophony of impacting bullets echoed loudly. As Asuka's mind teetered 
on the edge, the thought of avoiding the incoming fire didn't even cross her overwhelmed 
consciousness. 

"Calm down! You need to calm down!" The hand gripping Hishiho's arm stiffened, and a 
torrent of blood sprayed from Kiyoshi's mouth. It struck Hishiho's face, obscuring her vision. 


"You idiot! What the hell are you doing?!" 


"| can't take it anymore! | can't, | can't!" 
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Shoichi Mukai continued to scream, but amidst the deafening roar of the surroundings, his 
cries were being drowned out. Mukai himself, shredded by the flying debris of the boat, was 
now a gruesome sight, covered in blood. However, he couldn't let go of the steering wheel. 
Something roared beneath them. The boat's bottom lifted, and they were thrown into the air 
like leaves. Asuka Motomura had been slumped on the boat's floor from the beginning, 
unable to tear her gaze away from the color of blood. The same dark, muddy hue that had 
leaked from her father's mouth that day when he ingested pesticides, poisoned by 
insecticides. The impact. Then, abruptly, her field of vision closed. 

The blow crushed Asuka's eyeballs, rendering her blind. 

"Asuka!" 

Unbeknownst to those on the boat, Yuka's collar, submerged in the sea, had exploded. The 
force turned into a shockwave, assaulting the boat. It slammed into the side of the boat and 
struck the head of clinging Shihdo against the boat's edge. 

In response to Asuka's scream, Wataru instinctively froze and turned around. Bullets 
mercilessly pierced his back. 

"Darn it. Darn it. Darn it. To die in a place like this, with these people!" 

"Ugh..." 

Without a moment's pause, Wataru tumbled into the sea. 

Before she could utter a curse, Hoshino's consciousness abruptly shattered, dispersing into 
the void. The explosive device triggered by Kiyoshi's demise obliterated her head in an 
instant. 

Around the same time, on the deck of the third boat, Hell unfolded. Amidst a curtain of water 
created by the falling mortar shells, the boat piloted by the lone male student, Tatsuro 
Morishima, swayed the bow from side to side, gradually losing control. 

"What are you doing? Steady the wheel!""Even if you say that, with this attack...""For now, 
just get us to the shore! Please!" 4's determination to cling to the boat until the end 
brought an unexpected calamity. 

i 48's arm, connected to the already lifeless body of Minamoto Kiyoshi, who had lost his life, 
was caught up in the explosion. Kiyoshi's collar detonated, creating a large hole in the 
bottom of the boat. Fragments scattered, and some of them struck Asuka Motomura's face. 
In Tatsuro's rather feeble hands, lacking confidence in physical strength, the steering handle 
thrashed around like an independent living creature. Bullets pierced through the deck right 
before his eyes. 

The reason for Yuka Koya's transfer was severe binge eating disorder. Originally, Yuka had a 
fairly plump figure, which made her a target for bullying at her previous middle school. 
Unfounded accusations about body odor were made, and in extreme cases, they even went 
as far as creating a game called "Taking Taku," where ink was smeared on Yuka's back, and 
paper was pressed onto it to make an imprint. 

At that moment, a mortar shell hit the rear of the boat, shattering it into pieces. One of the 
fragments struck Kaena Yuushiro's left chest, pulverizing the ribs, severing the aorta, and 
extinguishing her life. 

The shockwave of the bombing swept over the entire body of Eri Yoshiyama, who was sitting 
nearby, twisting her slender neck. A vast flow of blood poured out from the bodies of the two 
collapsed individuals. 

"Kana-chan! Eri-chan!" 

"B-both at the same time..." 
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One day, Kana's body stopped accepting any food. Swallowing became impossible, and 
intense nausea overwhelmed her. Gradually, Kana's weight decreased to about two-thirds of 
its original, accompanied by a rapid decline in her overall health. 

When the exhaustion reached its limit, an intense craving for food would strike. Sitting in 
front of the refrigerator, she would continue to stuff herself until dawn, causing her weight to 
quickly return to its original state. 

Yushiro Kana and Yoshiyama Eri had taken completely different paths to transfer to 
Kanoshita Middle School, yet they shared a commonality: the school served as a kind of 
refuge for both of them. 

Eventually, Kana learned to vomit what she ate. Without anyone to stop her mother's 
rampage, she would stuff herself until her stomach ached, then press her hands against her 
abdomen and purge everything. 

Repeatedly pressing on her abdomen caused the ribs in the area to become misshapen and 
sunken. 

The entire extended family decided to close down the Yoshiyama family business through 
consultation. They used the remaining funds as both medical treatment for the father and a 
trust fund for Eri's education. To isolate Eri from her mother, they enrolled her in the boarding 
school, Kano Citadel Middle School. 

Both of them entered this school after enduring difficult experiences. Now, their middle 
school lives are about to conclude, and they are soon to celebrate their graduation. 
However, the parents chose not to face the fact that their daughter was clearly suffering from 
a mental disorder. Instead, they attributed her abnormal eating habits to unhealthy living and 
opted to confine her to a boarding school. Ironically, as soon as Kaede arrived at Kanojo 
Middle School, her overeating became more subdued. 

Hope was shattered by a single mortar round. 

"It's no use! | can't hold down Kyosuke!" screamed Ai Yazawa. Under her grip, a panicked 
Kyosuke Tano struggled. 

"Got it! Yagi-san, take over the controls!" 

The issue plaguing Eri Yoshiyama's family was her mother's fanaticism for a new religious 
movement. What initially began as casual involvement with acquaintances escalated into 
substantial donations, referred to as offerings, to the cult. 

The relatively prosperous family business took a downturn, and as finances dwindled, Eri's 
mother even considered canceling her daughter's educational insurance to contribute more 
to the donations. With Eri's father long hospitalized due to terminal cancer, Aya Yagi took 
over the controls, and Tatsuro Morishima rushed to assist Haruki Tano. 

Another mortar shell exploded near the boat, sending up a column of water. 

"Keep a tight grip! After all, if he dies, I'll also... ---" 


She couldn't finish saying those words. Fragments from the mortar shell took away the upper 
part of Yuzawa Ai's face, starting from her upper jaw. Arterial blood sprayed from the 
severed area, making the remaining tongue flutter like a stream of water. 

"Tatsuro-kun, I'm going to die, I'm dying." 


Kyo was trembling with wide-open eyes. There was already nothing reflected in those eyes. 
Tatsuro held her body close. 

Boat A, carrying Takuma and others, raced towards a point away from the concentrated 
attacks, aiming to reach the sandy beach as quickly as possible. The vicinity, where other 
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boats should be, was surrounded by a barrage of bullets and water columns, making it 
difficult to even confirm their outlines. 

The explosion caused the sea to swell, and boiling seawater poured down from above. 
Amidst this repetition, in the distance, several boats could be seen being tossed around. 
"It's okay. You're not alone. We're all together. Together. So calm down. Calm down..." 

Nao suddenly pointed out to sea. 

"Morishima-kun, it's Hibi's collar!" 

"Oh! It's Asuka!" 

"Nao!" 

They shouted as Aya, gripping the controls, called out. 

With the demise of Ai Yazawa, the collar of her partner, Hibiki Tano, began to light up. 
"Quickly! Quickly, release Hibiki!" 

Amidst the raging waves, what faintly reached them was undoubtedly Asuka's voice. At that 
moment, miraculously, the smoke cleared, revealing the silhouette of Boat E. 

Torn apart and billowing white smoke, Asuka was the only one on the boat. 

Neither Wataru nor anyone else could be seen. 

At Tezuka's words, they looked again at Boat E. The boat, having lost its steering, was 
racing in a zigzag pattern, heading in an entirely different direction from the beach. In that 
direction, another boat could be seen. 

"What about Asuka?" 

"F Boat!" Shdgo's voice made Takeru turn around, and he pulled Naoto closer. He pressed 
Naoto's head against his chest, blocking the view forcefully. 

"Don't look!" 

Naoto's movement ceased. Takeru followed that gaze and understood the reason. 

"Asuka's face was torn apart, and from the once-occupied eye sockets, something vulgarly 
reddish-black protruded. Vision should have been completely lost." 

"Naoto! | can't see, where!" 

"Asuka, Asuka!" 

Naoto, who screamed, tried to jump into the sea. Shogo and Takuma held onto their bodies. 
"Idiot! What's the point of jumping in now?" Two boats collided without slowing down, and 
Asuka's E-boat rammed into the port side of the F-boat, tearing through the hull as it moved 
forward. In the next moment, a figure on the F-boat was thrown into the sea, and sparks flew 
from both boat hulls, accompanied by a deafening noise and billowing black smoke. "But 
Asukal" "Asuka is... Asuka is..." "You want her to die!" Ignoring Nao's words, Takuma 
continued to stare at the tragedy. "Look!" 


Twenty-third, Zenzan Eri. 

Remaining thirty individuals. 

Soon, from around the two boats, numerous columns of fire began to rise. Presumably, the 
collars of the students who had sunk to the seabed are detonating. The surrounding sea 
surface is dyed in crimson, and even visibility is distorted by the intense heat. 

Hyu hyu hyu hyun. 

As if suppressed by the pressure of the explosion, the gunfire that had been muffled 
intensified once again. 

The bottom of the ship hit something. The shore! 

"We're landing!" Shugo shouted. 

December 24th, 0610 hours. 
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| pulled my helmet down low, supporting the weight of the Type 03 BR rifle with both arms. 
With my feet on the ship's side, | leaped, exerting force into the sand-covered ground, 
kicking off with a crouch. Behind me, someone splashed into the shallows, creating a loud 
water sound. 

"Let's go!" 

| shouted and started running. The barrage that had sunk two boats offshore was now 
roaring towards Takuma and the others. Giving Naoya a push, | dove under the bizarre 
inverted trees ahead. 

New fatalities: Male 16 - Kiyomoto Kiyoshi, Female 16 - Matsuki Shiho, Male 17 - Miyadai 
Yosuke, Female 17 - Mifune Yuka, Male 18 - Mukai Wataru, Female 18 - Honmura Asuka, 
Female 20 - Yazawa Ai, Female 21 - Tani Haruki, Female 22 - Yashiro Kana. That's the list." 
"Intermittently, bullets poured down, creating vivid sparks upon hitting the opposite tree. 
Nao's delicate body leaped into Takuma's arms. With each sound of impact, her shoulders 
twitched and trembled." 

(Now!) 

At this moment, in Takuma's mind, neither Shintaro nor Asuka nor the fallen comrades 
existed. From toes to crown, a throbbing fear pierced through. The only thought circulating in 
his mind was the word "killed." It wasn't just Naoya trembling; Takuma's knees continued to 
shake uncontrollably. It was after witnessing the deaths of more than ten comrades in the 
blink of an eye. 

It was terrifying. 

| didn't want to leap out into the storm of bullets. Ripples washed up around my feet, 
cleansing the base of my boots before receding. The cold seawater blew sand onto my 
boots. Suddenly, it felt like the shifting sand was entwining around my feet. 

If | stay immobilized here, it's all over. "Naoya, let's go!" 


However, this miserable structure, constructed merely from iron and wood, is unlikely to 
provide cover forever. From the shadow of the inverted trees, | glanced through the 
overhead space. Inside that building, someone is undoubtedly watching us. A person leans 
out from a window, pointing a gun in our direction. 

The focus of that hatred is directed at us. Grabbing Naoya's hand forcefully, we sprinted. A 
torrent of gunfire came rushing in. Like a silver wall, columns of water formed around 
Takuma. The sandy beach about ten meters ahead suddenly swelled, erupting into pillars of 
fire. It wasn't sniper shots; it was mortar shells that inflicted fatal blows on the two boats. 
And a chilling fear ran through. Hot sand slapped against my face, making me involuntarily 
stop. "You idiot! Don't stop moving!" 


Vertical and diagonal, a barrage of bullets attacked Takuma from all directions. His body 
tensed. Crushed by fear, it felt like his chest was caving in, and internally, everything seemed 
to be collapsing. 

Making sure to see nothing but the bedrock, hearing nothing but his own footsteps, he 
chanted inwardly, relentlessly moving his feet. 

Words came from behind. Someone passed by Takuma and Naoya, who were frozen in 
place. Peering from under the helmet, he recognized the familiar mane—Ryo Kurosawa. 
Following him, a petite figure swiftly darted through like an arrow. 

"Kitano!" 

"To the cliff below!" 

Shiori didn't stop her feet and left the words behind. 
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The last two or three steps were practically a leap. Warm mud crushed beneath the 
collapsed body, and something slimy scurried away. The figure that collapsed beside 
Takuma let out a deep sigh, shoulders rising and falling. 

Naoya. 

Prompted by those words, | looked ahead. Beyond the sandy beach, rocky formations 
resembling muscular arms jutted out. If we could reach there, we should be able to avoid 
gunfire from above, at least for now. | firmly pulled Naoya's left hand, conveying my intention. 
As | rose, Ryo Kurosawa and Shiori were kneeling in front of me. Both of them had 
mud-covered faces. They looked expressionlessly at Naoya, who was coughing and 
catching his breath. It struck me again that the two had been on a different B-boat. 
Students clad in camouflage rushed in one after another. 

Takuma started running. Voiceless screams escaped his mouth. Something hot welled up in 
the corners of his eyes, blown away by the headwind. Regret dominated his chest, realizing 
he had come to a point of no return. There was no going back. The means to turn back had 
been lost. 

My chest hurts. 

"Uh-oh, they're falling behind!" 

Masami, Haruya, Kyouko, Nozomi, and Haruka. Slightly behind were Haruki, Shugo, and 
Miki. Perhaps, while protecting the often-late Miki, Shugo had sprinted forward. When 
Takuma's eyes met his, Shugo sighed with his whole body. Following them were Shigemura 
Tetsuya and his partner Shioda Sanae from Team Schwarz Katz. 

All fourteen members of the squad were safe. 

Haruya's words brought Takuma back to reality. Beyond the swirling sand smoke, there were 
awkwardly dancing figures, popping up and down. 

An involuntary sigh of relief almost escaped him. However, that breath also halted midway. 
It was Team Nami, the second squad. 

Unable to advance or retreat, they were held up around the water's edge. Their figures, 
searching for suitable cover, were glimpsed through the columns of fire. 

Kurosawa was facing his comm, frantically calling out his comrades' names. His voice was 
drowned out by the explosions of mortar shells, not even reaching Takuma, who was right 
beside him. 

The sandy beach where Takuma had been moments ago had turned into a scorching hell. 
As if scooped up by a giant's hand, the beach suddenly gouged out, and in the next instant, 
pillars of fire erupted. Due to the incessant rain of mortar shells, a sequence of columns of 
fire, resembling the entasis of the Greek temples, had formed. 

What lay beyond was already invisible. Even the boat Takuma and the others had been on. 
Suddenly, the sand right in front of them exploded. The blast knocked Takuma and the 
others down, and burnt chunks of sand rained down from above. 

There was no going back now. 

Teammate Shigemura Tetsuya, with a pale expression, followed suit. 

Then, as if in response, something began emitting flute-like screams, shattering the nearby 
ground. 

Masami let out a despairing cry. 

"Oh no. They've raised the mortar's altitude and started firing. At this rate, it'll come down 
even closer!" 

Gunshots crackled beneath the unsteady steps of Shioda Sanae. Peppering sounds echoed 
as she stumbled. Flying pebbles grazed her shins, and just as she staggered, another storm 
of gunfire swept in. A hot impact ran across her shoulder. 


76 


"If we stay here like this, we'll just be exposed! Against the odds, let's make a run for it." 
(No. No. | can't. | don't want to be here. | want to go home. Home.) 

Shugo shouted. In his pallid face, his eyes gleamed with determination. 

"That's the only option!" 

(Mom and Dad are there, Shin'nosuke is there, at home. No one else. No one except Mom 
and Dad. Everyone bullies me. Everyone) 

Takuma shouted back. At that moment, 

"This isn't a joke! I'm going home too!" 

With a shrill cry, someone dashed onto the sandy beach. It was Sanae Shioda. She 
abandoned her rifle, clutched her head, and leapt out. 

"What the hell are you doing, Baccarat?" 

Sanae Shioda had lost her parents in a car accident when she was young and was raised in 
the house of relatives with her younger brother. 

Relatives clearly treated Sanae and her brother as nuisances. They endured what could be 
called abuse, simply enduring. 

Sharp pain arose in her left back. By some tremendous force, her body was slammed onto 
the sandy beach. A blow to the chest left her momentarily breathless. 

Shoulder-jostled by someone, Sanae wildly swung her arms, attempting to retaliate against 
that someone, but couldn't. Sanae's belongings were taken by her same-aged cousins, and 
in return, she was given shabby hand-me-downs. As Sanae grew, her cousins gave her 
lecherous looks, and some even hinted at violence, attempting inappropriate actions. 
However, Sanae's foster parents turned a blind eye to it. 

"No, no!" 

"You idiot! It's me, Shigemura!" 

Sanae transferred to Kanotake Middle School for that reason. For her, Kanotake was the last 
refuge. And yet. 

Her body was lifted. Putting her weight on the back of that someone. The sound of crunching 
sand echoed as the body swayed. Towards where she had come from, that someone was 
trying to go back. Across the sandy beach, towards where she had come from. The horizon 
receded. Home became more and more distant. 

From there, Sanae was expelled. Dragged out to a place like this, forced with a gun she had 
never held. 

Sanae Shioda closed her eyes. 

"All right! Shigemura caught Shioda! - We're heading back this way!" 

Everyone, everyone, bullies me. Mom. Dad. Shinnosuke. 

Haruya, who had been watching with his hand raised, shouted. 

He shouted, "Naoya, let's go!" 

Grabbing his hand, they followed Kurosawa and the others. 

"Darn it, what should we do—can't support them unarmed. Quickly, give me bullets, any 
bullets!" 

"Let's go, you guys!" 

Kurosawa glared at everyone. 

Kicking through the slippery red soil, almost tripping on the roadside weeds, Takuma and the 
others ran. Trying not to slip, not to fall. If they fell and stopped moving, they could be 
targeted at any moment. 

"If we all run at once, the enemy's attention will shift towards us. That's the only way for 
Shigemura and the others to survive! We can't stay here forever anyway." 

"What about Team 2, what are you guys going to do?" 
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Kakei Kyouko inquires. 

"We can't go back to help right now. Let's go!" 

Kurosawa shouted and darted out from the rock's shelter. Shiori followed like a silhouette. 
They relentlessly climbed the winding path. The foliage that had covered their view ahead 
finally parted, revealing the square-shaped building. Having ascended quite a bit, they could 
now distinguish figures moving inside the windows. Armed with guns, they were searching 
for Takuma and the others. Glancing back and looking down the path they had just taken, 
the sandy beach where Team 2 should be was obscured by foliage, no longer visible. 

"-We might never see them again." 

Kurosawa is right. We can't stay here. The bombing felt like it could reach this hiding spot at 
any moment. Ignoring the shivering chill down their spine, 

as such a voice started to be heard near their ears, the hairs on the back of their neck stood 
on end. 

Kakei Kyouko's voice caught their attention. 

(No way! Surely, surely we'll meet again!) 

The rotor sound, which they had been forcefully hearing over the sea just now, returned. 
"Helicopter." 

Desperately throwing their voice, they concentrated their nerves on the front where they 
were running. 

Shiori shouted briefly. 

The previously silent intercom emitted a grating sound, and the familiar voice of Lieutenant 
Masuda came through. 

-We will now drop ammunition! Handle the bullets carefully, and avoid unnecessary shots! 
From somewhere it had approached, that black helicopter suddenly appeared in the sky. Its 
side window opened, and countless objects were thrown out from inside. 

It was a knee-high grassy field. Here and there, walls that could serve as cover stand 
prominently. These walls were likely part of a building, but they crumbled as if corrosive acid 
had been poured on them, making it difficult to imagine their original form. Among the walls, 
equipment like cat cars and triangular cones lay abandoned, hidden in the grass. A cold 
wind blows, causing the grass to sway. 

Shugo pulled out his PDA and confirmed the location on the navigation system. 

"JL6 Block, the site of the coal mine!" 

Suddenly, flowers bloomed in the air. Parachutes. Descending gently, swayed by the soft 
wind, each parachute was attached to a crate. Yes, those were ammo boxes. Shugo recalled 
Riki's words about delivering ammunition upon reaching the island. 

"What's that sound!" 

They needed to get their hands on the ammo. 

Inside the box were the characters "/\ ZL" (hazure), and three toilet paper rolls were rolling 
around. 

"|-Is this a miss?" 

All eyes were focused on the slowly descending parachute. Leading the charge, Shiori was 
the first to sprint towards it. 

Is this another prank by the adults? 

Kicking through the grass, running in a zigzag, she picked up one of the ammo boxes. Shiori 
cradled it close and darted behind the ruins’ wall. | followed suit, grabbing a fallen ammo box 
from the grass and leaping behind the wall with Shiori. Through the wall, we could see 
students sprinting towards us. 
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However, | can't keep worrying about others. I've never loaded a rifle before. | turned the 
Type 03 upside down and looked at the bottom. Behind the grip with the trigger, there was a 
square hole. | took the magazine and pushed it into the hole, feeling a satisfying click as the 
spring locked in place. 


Is this how it's supposed to be? 

| opened a box that felt like tin. On the back of the lid, there was a paper strangely written 
with 'Ganbare.' Below that, three curved magazine-shaped compartments, as if cutting a 
baumkuchen, were inside. Aiming the rifle towards the sky, | held the front with my left hand 
and pulled the trigger with my right index finger. There was no resistance. 

"What's going on!" 

No bullets came out. 

"How the hell do you shoot this?" 

Behind me, Harumushi's scream echoed. Turning around, | saw Harumushi, his glasses 
fogged up, staring bewildered into the box. 

A hand reached out from behind. | turned around over my right shoulder. 

| pressed my finger on the trigger. 

Instantly, a thunderous roar echoed by my right ear, deafening me. The gun thrashed back 
and forth like a living creature, the butt hitting my right chest. With its recoil, | involuntarily 
staggered backward. 

It was Shiori. Silently, she held the rifle, adjusting its direction, and pointed to a round knob 
on its side. "This is the safety. When not firing, it should be in the uppermost position. Move it 
one step down, and the safety is off, ready to fire." 

"In this position, it's a single shot, so you use the bolt on top of the gun to load a round after 
each shot." 

My hearing gradually returned. It was like the echo lingering in my ears when pressing a 
seashell against them. The left hand that supported the gun still tingled. 

"W-What is this...?" 

As | looked, indeed, the knob on top of the gun that now moved back and forth protruded. 
Shiori, sitting down and tinkering with the gun, glanced briefly at Takuma. 

"Move the bolt down one more notch, and it goes into automatic mode. Be careful because if 
you keep pulling the trigger, it won't stop firing until the magazine is empty." 

Leaving that warning, Shiori returned to inspecting her own gun. Tomoko, who had been 
watching beside her, looked astonished. 

"How do you know all this?" 

"The recoil is surprisingly strong, so pay attention to your shooting stance. The magazine 
holds thirty rounds. The spent cartridge ejection port is on the right side of the gun." 
Matter-of-factly, Shiori attached something resembling a cylinder to her gun. Sliding it from 
the front, it clicked into place with a secure sound. 

"What's that?" 

As instructed by Shiori, | moved the safety lever down one notch. Aiming the gun towards 
the sky once more, 

"Grenade launcher. Seems like a bonus." 

An unpleasant sound, like a dissonant melody played on a flute, echoed. 

(Danger! It's those mortar shells again!) 
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EPISODE 8 


While saying this, Shiori pointed to a paper in the box. In a mocking Gothic font, it read 
"Atari" (a hit). 

A few meters away, red soil and grass erupted, and clumps of dirt showered down on 
Takuma and the others. Some were knocked over by the force of the next explosion. 

"We've got six 40mm grenade launcher rounds. That should help." Tossing that aside, Shiori 
sprinted beyond the wall, heading up the slope that extended from the grassy field. 


Where's Nao? 

Now, | saw a figure lying flat on the ground. A familiar, slender body. That's... 

(Nao!) 

Suddenly, a barrage appeared around Shiori. The enemies above had noticed her. Shiori 
turned towards the hill in a left spin, positioned her left foot forward, half-crouched, and 
rested the gun butt on her right shoulder, readying the gun. 

She leaped out from the barrage. Once again, that sound echoed. With a menacing intent, it 
was about to assail Nao. 


Sparks flew from the hostile muzzle. For a moment, the enemy's gunfire paused. Seizing the 
opportunity, Shiori sprinted, rolling towards the next cover. 
(Too late!) 


Dragged by an invisible thread attached to her back, she sprinted. However, as if anticipating 
this, ominous sounds echoed from above. 


| saw Shugo pounce on the fallen Nao, pushing her body away. In the next moment, flames 
erupted in front of me. Shugo's body was thrown aside. 

"Shugo!" 

Ignoring Nao's anguished cry, Haruya crouched down. He quickly removed Shugo's armor 
vest and unbuttoned the buttons on his camouflage uniform. 

Haruya and Harumushi clung to Shugo's limp body, lifting him up. Takuma rushed over, lifting 
around the torso. 


"Hey, get the first aid kit!" 

Jumping onto Shugo's backpack, he pulled out bandages. However, no matter how he 
pressed the cloth against the oozing wound, it quickly dyed red. 

A nauseating, warm sensation. Both hands' fingers felt soaked. A shiver of discomfort ran 
down the spine. They carried Shugo behind the next wall they saw. Running over, 

"No good! We can't stop the bleeding with this!" 

Footsteps of everyone rushing closer could be heard. 

"Us-Use this..." 

Shouting at Shugo's face, who still had his eyes closed. 

"Hey, Shugo!" 

Harumushi offered the toilet paper from earlier. He tore it roughly and pressed it against the 
wound. 

No use. It's turning red. The oozing blood, Shugo's precious blood, is flowing out more and 
more. Shugo's life is— 
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He doesn't even flinch. The lower half of his face is dyed in crimson, and blood continues to 
flow steadily from the neck. It's evident he's seriously injured, especially in the abdominal 
area. 

From the abdomen covered by the camo uniform and armor vest, a dark black blood is 
overflowing. 

Behind them, Kurosawa clicked his tongue. "Damn it, a burden!" 

"What the hell!" 

"Shugo!" 

At that moment, 

A familiar electronic sound began to ring. 

I'll kill him. Anger boiled, and | began to rise. At that moment, Shugo's mouth opened. A clot 
of black blood gushed out as if a dam had burst. 

His eyes opened slightly. 

"Damn, I've been hit..." 

| stood up reflexively and looked down. The electronic sound was emanating from Shugo's 
collar. Shugo, noticing Takuma's gaze, looked down at his chest and was momentarily 
blinded. His eyes were wide open in astonishment. 

A voice that seemed on the verge of fading. Haruya shouted while pressing a cloth against 
Shugo's abdomen. 


"Hey, | didn't do anything, okay?" 

"Are you okay, Shugo?" 

"My... | can't feel my stomach. What's happening?" 

Tomoko, who was by the broken wall, turned around and pointed to the rear, shouting. 
Harumushi let out a cry. 

"It's bad, Miki!" 

"The blood! The bleeding won't stop!" 

Nao's complexion changed as she looked in the direction mentioned. 

"There!" 

Shugo vomited blood again. Along with it, the wound moved, and something dark red burst 
out from within. Sazasawa Miki coughed in bewilderment. 

"That idiot." 

"Something's coming out...!" Fear filled Shugo's eyes. "What do you mean by something? 
Hey!" 

In the direction pointed by Tomoko, Ikeda Miki remained at the abandoned coal mine site 
where Takuma and the others had just come from. A storm of gunfire and mortar shells 
attacked the area around Miki, who had become a solo target. 


"Miki-tsu! What are you doing? Hurry up and come!" 

Miki, bouncing around like a spinning top, dodged and ran. "If you move away, Shugo's collar 
will go off, you idiot!" 

Nao and Tomoko shouted at the top of their lungs. 

"Miki!" 

"I'll bring her back!" 

Shiori held back Nao, who was about to dash out. 

"This way! Hurry!" 

Masami stood there, dazed. 

Miki's lower abdomen felt gently warm. 
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"She couldn't escape. It's a fifty-meter distance from there to here. The collars react if pairs 
are more than fifty meters apart." 

"What are you doing? Come quickly!" 

(I messed up. It's over. I'm going to die, everyone's going to die.) 

But it seemed like Miki didn't hear that voice. Behind her, flames rose, and Miki crouched 
down in pain. 

Harumushi's expression changed as he took out the navigator. 

"This is bad! That area is already off-limits." 

Due to the thunderous explosions, Miki's eardrums had already burst, and her hearing was 
gone. In a world filled with only the echoing waves of "uwan uwan," Miki was experiencing 
hallucinations. 

The warmth of a mother's embrace, sought after every time scolded by her father, and her 
smiling face. 

In other words, it means no one can come to help. The moment someone steps into that 
area, even the collar of the person entering activates. 

"Miki-chan, let's smile." 

That's how, always wiping your tears, you end up with a tear-streaked face. It's a waste fora 
girl to have a tear-streaked face. Come on, let's smile? Cheerfully, now. 

-But, it's over. Mom. | can't smile anymore. -It's okay, Miki-chan. You did your best, so it's 
okay now. 

His father's pained face floated in her mind. 

She shrugged off the arms of Haruya and Nozomi supporting her, grabbed the Type 03 BR 
rifle, and bolted away. Pressing the entrails that threatened to spill out, stumbling over her 
own feet, she ran forward, diving into the shadows of the ruins ten meters behind. 

-Well, what can you do? Can't you really do it? 

Takuma shouted. 

"Shugo! Wh-what are you doing!" 

Well, that's enough. Let's stop here for today. Miki, you can stop now. 

"Leave me alone and go ahead!" 

"What are you talking about?" 

-Really? Can | really stop? You won't scold me anymore? You won't bully Miki anymore... 
"Don't come this way!" 

"Don't say stupid things right now..." 

A mortar shell struck directly above Miki's head. 

The impact of the falling shell shattered and caved in Miki's collarbone. The warhead 
instantly unleashed its power, blowing out Miki's body cavity from the inside. A barrage from 
above blocked Takuma, who was about to jump out from the wall. Unable to move forward 
amidst the intense storm of bullets, he stood frozen in place. 

"Miki!" 

Before she knew it, Shugo's voice was coming through, threading through the gunfire. It was 
the intercom. He was speaking through the intercom. 

Nao's screams echoed. Shugo suddenly roared, drowning out that voice. 

-Can you hear me, Takuma? 

"Shugo..." 

-| heard it. He said, "Move forward." It's the same. Move forward, and live! 

-We've been together for a long time, haven't we? Since you transferred to Shikanofuru. 
The gunfire intensified. Tornado-like dust whirled up on the ground between Shugo and 
Takuma. 


82 


It felt like Shugo was laughing on the intercom. 

-Take care of Nao. She's a good girl. Try not to make her cry too much. 

That's right. Shugo casually struck up a conversation with Takuma, who became his 
classmate, and recruited him into the rugby club. Upon realizing during the entrance test that 
Takuma was faster than him, Shugo generously gave up his position, paving the way for 
Takuma to pursue the path of a rugby player. 

"Shugo!" 

-You and | have always been comrades. That's why I'll stay here, and you have to go now. 
"What are you talking about, Shugo?" 

Even from a distance, it was evident. The flashing of Shugo's collar was accelerating. 
Holding the Type 03 BR rifle, Shugo leaped forward, spewing blood and what seemed like 
his last words. 

-| heard it. Shintaro's last words, spoken just before he died. You heard them too, right? 
"That's..." 

Firing the BR rifle in rapid succession, Shugo ran. One step, two steps, three steps. But in 
the next moment, as if struck by a massive fist, his movement halted, and Shugo's figure 
froze in place. 

"I'll kill you!" Suddenly, he lifted off the ground. Then, his back tore open, revealing numerous 
muzzle openings. Bullets pierced through, tearing apart his body tissues. 

"Locked the rifle's bolt into full-automatic, raising the barrel. No need for proper shooting 
stance. I'll slaughter everything ahead. A moment later, the deafening roar reached my 
paralyzed eardrums." 

"Like a torn leaf in the wind, Shugo's body fluttered once, twice, then gently descended to 
the ground. | pulled the trigger, letting the torrent of bullets surge forward. The impact of the 
shots echoed through my right chest, the heartbeat burning with anger in my left, and the 
syncopation of explosive sounds from the barrel." 

"Shugo, nooo!" 

The scream echoed in vain, swallowed by the smoke. | started running. Beyond the hill, 
there was Akiya Nanahara." 

"The battered body of Shugo lay in tatters, motionless. Takuma aimed his gun at that square 
structure, firing bullets of anger. 

Towards Akiya Nanahara. 

For the one who killed Hideto Shugo, towards Akiya Nanahara." 

"Heat welled up in his chest. Everything in his field of vision wavered. Like the summer heat 
haze, the anger's heat distorted Takuma's sight. 

‘Watch, Shugo. I'll kill every one of them.' Naoto called Takuma's name from behind." 

"Until the very end, he went away being considerate of others. 'Damn it, I'll kill you all!’ The 
words carried a heavy weight." 

Easy prey for someone well-versed in combat theory like myself, as long as there's 
ammunition in the gun. 

If it weren't for the weight of Shioda Saenai pressing on his back. 

Tetsuya Shimura moved forward single-mindedly, watching the battle unfold far ahead. The 
weight of Shioda Saenai's body on his back felt heavy. But he couldn't just abandon her. 

If Saenai dies, his collar will explode, and if he moves fifty meters away from her, it will still 
explode. 

It was good that the attacks were concentrating ahead. However, it's heavy. Too heavy. 

The war Tetsuya Shimura learned from the manual wasn't like this. It was about relentlessly 
launching preemptive attacks, shooting down the enemy, and neutralizing them. That was 
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what war was supposed to be. There was no mention of the gritty efforts one had to make to 
survive. 

The struggles of walking down the road while carrying an injured person like this. 

If only this collar weren't here. 

Tetsuya had confidence in overcoming this war. Among the forty-two, he was the only one 
with experience in live ammunition shooting, and he had read various survival manuals as a 
hobby. He considered himself a real-life Rambo. With a flamethrower, he was confident he 
could swiftly annihilate the terrorists. 

The Type O-3 BR rifle Tetsuya held should be capable of firing thirty rounds of 5.56x45mm 
ammunition. If equipped with a 40mm grenade launcher, it could eliminate multiple enemies 
at once. At that moment, Shiona Sanae took her last breath on Tetsuya Shimura's back. 
Perhaps due to this or maybe because Shimura unknowingly stepped into a restricted area, 
the collar responded, and the electronic die landed on the shortest one second within the 
allotted 255 seconds of grace time. 

A silly sound, "bon," echoed as Tetsuya Shimura's skull was blown nearly ten meters into the 
air. Surrounded by cliffs shaped like a mouse guard, eroded over the years by the rough 
waves of the East China Sea, the terrain resisted those who approached. The only 
accessible landing point for ships was the cove on the south shore, where the forty students 
of Class 3-B from Kanosai Middle School had stormed in. 

The exploits of the real-life Rambo concluded without anyone knowing. On December 24th, 
at 07:05, the following new casualties were reported: 


- Male #2: Shugo Urabe 
- Male #7: Tetsuya Shimura 
- Female #2: Miki Ikeda 
- Female #7: Sanae Shioda 


However, there are several rocky points around the island that were once utilized by 
fishermen who, in the face of sudden bad weather, sought shelter along the outer perimeter 
of the island where they used to fish. 

Due to the shadows cast by those formations, the waves did not reach, providing the 
fishermen with a brief moment of respite. Near the tip of a cape a little way along the 
coastline from the inlet, there was another "nose." 


Remaining: 26 individuals 


Passing through the naturally sculpted bizarre rocks, the water surface remarkably calmed. 
There, a small slip turned into a dark rocky enclave, resembling a temple of sorts. The 
surroundings of N Prefecture's Nyuusen Island, commonly known as Battleship Island, are 
marked by sheer cliffs. 


In that area, there were moving shadows. One, two figures—the shadows gradually rose, 
seemingly trying to huddle together. 


Oh, it's lunchtime. 


"Is everyone fighting well? Your teacher is watching over from here. The hill overlooking the 
bay is now quiet, as if the earlier battle were a lie." 
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Proof that this is not a lie can be found in the ground gouged by mortar shells in various 
places and the corpses of students scattered around. 

-| will now announce the names of the students who have died in battle. In the order of their 
deaths: Male student number fifteen, Shintaro Makimura; Female student number fifteen, 
Kazumi Fukuda; Male student number seventeen, Yosuke Miyadai; Female student number 
seventeen, Yuka Mifune; Male student number sixteen, Kiyoshi Kaimoto; Female student 
number sixteen, Shiho Matsuki; Female student number twenty-two, Kana Yujo; Female 
student number twenty-three, Eri Yoshiyama... 

-Tetsuya Shimura, whose skull was blasted away, and Sanae Shioda, who bled to death due 
to a gunshot wound on her shoulder. Their voices echoed even within the rocky promontory 
where two figures were squirming. On the rocks, Incams were scattered casually. 


The cold wind gently brushes past the two corpses, carrying with it the winter that seems 
indifferent. It lazily settles on Sanae's wide-open face, moving idly across her visage. 


One figure, now crawling, was attempting to cover the other. Its movements, despite having 
visible eyes, were unnaturally sluggish and imprecise. 


Suddenly, a fly buzzed away. The discordant noise emanated from the partially dislodged 
earpiece of Sanae Shiota. 

Following that, a male voice came through. To Takuma and the others, it was the voice of the 
teacher called Riki. 


The shadow continued to move slowly over the body of the other shadow, exploring the 
damp lower abdomen and the plump chest, dampened by seawater. 

A, l=7, J=6, K=5, J=5, J=7... 

After wandering over the eyes, it eventually reached the slender neck. The shadow suddenly 
quickened its movements, using both arms to embrace the other at the chest. Incessant, 
inarticulate moans continued to escape from its mouth. 

The two shadows were Tatsuro Morishima and Ayane Yagi. They were now desperately 
feeling each other's bodies, trying to embrace one another. When the explosion engulfed 
E-Boat and F-Boat, they were thrown from the cockpit and sank into the sea. 

Unconscious of their surroundings, the two continued to embrace each other, preventing 
them from being torn apart. They managed to avoid being dragged into the deep currents 
and were carried by the tide to this small rocky promontory. 

"Male Number 18, Wataru Mukai; Female Number 18, Asuka Motomura; Female Number 
20, Ai Yazawa; Female Number 21, Hibiki Tano; Male Number 7, Tetsuya Shimura; Female 
Number 7, Sanae Shioda; Male Number 2, Shugo Urabe; Female Number 2, Miki Ikeda. 
That makes a total of 16 casualties. Hmm? It seems like Male Number 19, Tatsuro 
Morishima, and Female Number 19, Ayane Yagi, are still alive. Lucky for them." 

"Continuing to pray for good fortune. Tatsuro Morishima spent almost his entire second year 
of junior high school indoors, isolating himself in his room, connecting to the outside world 
only through television waves and the internet. With an ID registered under his parents’ 
name, he could access countless sites restricted for those under eighteen. Now, let's confirm 
the current restricted areas and the additional restricted areas starting from midnight." 

"Be careful not to hesitate and stay in the restricted area, as the collar will activate 
immediately. Now, let's announce the areas that have become restricted until now. Due to 
the death of Ai, the collar detonates, and an 'image' shows Kyo's face torn in two." 
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"The impact of the explosion, hitting the lower jaw, split the face in two from the jaw to the 
forehead, scattering brain matter confined in the skull. Struck in the face, Tatsuro lost 
consciousness. ‘My, Hibiki-chan...'" 

"Sticking uncensored images of bodies onto the smiles of idols selling charm on the TV 
screen, fostering baseless gossip, and just facing the computer screen — a year passed in 
the blink of an eye." 

"And then the cherry blossom season arrived, and Tatsuro's parents decided to transfer him 
to Shikanosato Middle School. Due to the gruesome images and the shockwave from the 
explosion, noise had emerged somewhere in Tatsuro's brain. All perception was paralyzed, 
and only the smile of the former Hibiki lingered in his mind. 'Hibiki-chan..." 

Tatsuro's hand, in motion, touched something soft. He traced his hand along the curves to 
confirm its shape. It was a woman's body. "Hibiki-chan!" 

For Tatsuro, Shikanosato Middle School, with minimal interference from classmates, was an 
ideal environment for social reintegration. 

Particularly fond of was the presence of Hibiki Tano, who sat nearby in the third-year Class B 
classroom. Hibiki bore a resemblance to the teenage idols Tatsuro had immersed himself in. 
Secretly, Tatsuro brought a digital camera to the classroom and took countless photos of 
Hibiki. He processed them each night, creating his own photo collection of Hibiki. The 
imagined idol in Tatsuro's mind became a reality before his eyes. 


That Hibiki - 

Sparks scattered somewhere in the pituitary gland, and the electric stimulus signaled the 
entire body to move. As if attempting to overwrite the memory of Hibiki's gruesomely torn 
facial features. On that boat, the last thing Tatsuro saw was Yuzawa. Deceptively, Tatsuro's 
brain continued to feed false information throughout his body. 

The "image" of Hibiki's lovely lips kept haunting his mind. He craved Hibiki's lips, engaging in 
acts of physical closeness. This continued until he was caught in the act of taking 
inappropriate pictures of Ayane. 

Every adult man doted on and spoiled Aya-ne. The one who made it most apparent, of 
course, was her father. 

There must have been a slightly different nuance to that affection, more than just paternal 
love, but Ayane, who was still very young, didn't understand. Ayane had a coquettishness 
that attracted a certain type of adult man. When her father was around, Ayane couldn't sleep 
due to the tension. She could sense a sinister will from her father's body pressing against 
her from behind. The moment Ayane fell asleep, that will felt like it was threatening her in 
some terrible way. Due to extreme sleep deprivation and poor health, Ayane was absent 
from school. Her homeroom teachers also treated Ayane specially and doted on her. 

The crossing of boundaries occurred when Ayaoto was in fourth grade, with a teacher who, 
unlike his predecessors, frequently berated her, bringing her to tears. After school, he would 
switch to using a sugary tone, making Ayaoto stay behind. Ayaoto collapsed at school, 
revealing the abnormality in her sleep patterns. In response, her mother promptly initiated 
the transfer process to Kagano Citadel Middle School for Ayaoto's well-being. 

Now, someone was touching Ayaoto's body. 

- Who, who is it? 

- Is it Papa? 

- Papa, I'm sorry. Because | told Mom, | can't be with Papa anymore. 

Ignoring the faint voice from the discarded intercom, the two figures continued to move in the 
shadows. Embraced tightly, they existed in entirely different worlds. One sought to regain a 
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lost idol, while the other yearned to reclaim a father's affection, separated by a sense of guilt. 
Undeterred by lost sight, they sought each other's lips. Tenderly touching with their lips, they 
longed to offer healing and forgiveness. 

Receiving the warmth of each other's breath on their necks. 

Riki's broadcast continues. 

Soon, jarring electronic sounds begin to resonate, but the two, numbed by sensation, 
couldn't hear a thing. The electronic noise gradually intensifies—and then, in the dim 
darkness, it blows away the lives of Tatsuro Morishima and Ayaoto Yagi as their lips meet. 

- That concludes today's regular communication from the teacher. 

Next time will be at 1800 hours, so make sure to be prepared and listen carefully. Everyone, 
stay well and fight on. 

- The additional restricted areas as of 1200 hours are as follows. Pay attention, be cautious. 
Certain zones unrelated to combat and the coastline near the inlet are now designated as 
prohibited areas. 

If you're still in the prohibited area, the collar will activate immediately, so those who are, 
leave right away! 

"Oh, how annoying!" 

Shouted Kurosawa, running with a rifle in hand. At the angry shout, Takuma turned around. 
The path was completely paved, likely the remnants of an old apartment complex turned into 
ruins. Like playing hide-and-seek in the housing complex during childhood, Takuma decided 
to weave between the buildings, approaching the hideout. 

"You're making carefree noise. Don't you understand what kind of situation we're in right 
now?" 

Advancing through the passage while staying alert to hidden enemies in the shadows, the 
dust accumulated over the years billowed up with every step Takuma and the others took, 
creating small sandstorms at their feet. 

The buildings looming on both sides were silent, as if someone was watching. Despite 
shouting, they continued running without resting. They raced up a long concrete staircase 
with a collapsed wooden railing. Occasionally stepping on pieces of rotten wood, it crumbled 
beneath their feet. 

They felt a looming sense of intimidation, as if someone was present. 

They rushed into one of the buildings. 

"I'll check the back!" 

After passing through the coal mine remains, Takuma and the others tried to sprint up the 
slope, but the enemy's gunfire was intense, forcing them to detour. 

No matter which direction they tried to advance, they were inevitably spotted by the enemy. 
Wandering around, they wasted hours without making any progress. 

Disregarding it, Kurosawa dashed into the depths of the building. Shioli kicked open one of 
the doors lining the hallway, rushing inside. She slipped in. 

Jumping into the room, she readied her gun. 

It's a house. 

Soon, beyond an area with low wooden buildings, they found a place where tall ten-story 
structures lined the skyline. Unlike the previous path, this area had paved streets, raised 
townhouses, traditional sliding doors, and more. Ignoring the commotion caused by Takuma, 
Shioli sat on the windowsill. She lowered the Type O3 BR rifle from her shoulder, starting to 
inspect it with tools retrieved from her armor vest. Inspired by her actions, students around 
the room began to take a seat. 
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The team that started the battle with fourteen members, now reduced to ten, with Shugo 
Urabe, Miki Ikeda, Tetuya Shimura, and Sanae Shioda missing—all within the first five hours. 
The kitchen, living room, and the room with worn tatami mats—it was an unremarkable 3DK 
residence. Left untouched for thirty years after the owner departed, the house gathered dust. 
In the kitchen, a disheveled knife and cutting board likely remained in the state they were left 
on the morning the occupant moved out. 

It felt as if the occupant had just stepped out for a quick shopping trip, creating the illusion 
that they might return at any moment. The rifle swept away the moss lined on the walls. The 
sideboard was shattered with the rifle's butt. The walls were kicked. 

"Look!" Emiko raised her angry voice. "You, too, should at least maintain your gun!" 
Harumushi responded with a pathetic voice. 

For a while now, something hot had been simmering inside her. 

Kill them. I'll kill them. 

"But, | got the short end of the stick, and the crucial ammunition turned out to be toilet 
paper..." 

Irritated, Emiko interrupted with an annoyed voice. 

Yet, contrary to that anger, they couldn't even approach the hideout where those guys were 
holed up. 

Frustrating. 

Vowed to avenge Shugo, and now look at this. 

"Anyway, you should take care of your gun! If you don't maintain it, it won't be useful when it 
really matters." Emiko glared at Nao's crown. 

Shugo, Shintaro, Asuka, Wataru. 

The names echoed in the air. Takuma walked around the room without taking a seat. He 
couldn't help but be bothered by the doorways. Takuma couldn't be the only one feeling the 
sadness of losing friends in a place like this. 

"| knew... Sorry." 

A voice was thrown over his shoulder. 

"Tak, take a little break. It's more comfortable than sitting on the cold ground outside. 
Because we're inside." 

Turning around, he glared at Nao, who was sitting on the tatami. 

He sat down on the spot. 

Instantly, the scent rose from the tatami, and dust danced in the air. As if the tatami were 
draining the vitality from him, fatigue spread from his lower back to his entire body. 

"Shut up! Aren't you pissed off? Shugo is dead! He was killed by that bastard Akiya 
Nanahara!" 

He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them. Haruka Kuse, in front of him, was taking 
something out of a pouch wrapped around her waist. It was a syringe. A very small, pen-type 
syringe. 

Overwhelmed by the angry outburst, Nao looked down. 

"I'm frustrated, truly." 

"What's wrong? Kuse... What is that?" Startled by Takuma's voice, Haruka turned with a 
bashful expression. 

She fell silent. It was evident that tears were welling up in her eyes. 

"Insulin. Kind of funny, huh? It's for the hereditary diabetes from my parents; | have to take 
this." 

"And, it's really sad that I'm fighting in a place like this." 

The knife wasn't supposed to be a mere intimidation tool. 
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As Takuma stared at the syringe, Haruka, in a small voice, said, "Don't look," turned away, 
and began the injection. Takuma quickly averted his gaze. 

"Is that every day?" Nao inquires. Without turning back, Haruka, taking a deep drag of 
smoke, exhaled through her nose. Clearly relaxing all the muscles in her body, she reached 
out and lightly tapped Ki's shoulders twice. Ki lifted her face slightly and addressed Haruka. 
"Yeah. But, you know, | only have supplies for three days. | never thought it would come to 
this." 

Haruya Sakurai next to her spoke up. 

"It seems to be dry, so make sure to put it out properly." 

"What? Well, there's no worry about a fire in a place like this... Well, handling fire is part of 
the etiquette for us smokers. Here, take it." 

As instructed, he took the cigarette, and after inhaling deeply, Haruya coughed. 

On the other side of the room, Ki Sagisawa was looking down with her usual absentminded 
expression. Since the battle on the coast, her mental state seemed to have worsened, as if a 
haze had settled over her eyes. As for her partner, Masami Shibaki, she was lighting a 
Seven Stars cigarette she had taken from her pocket. 

Haruka, who had finished the injection without him noticing, smiled when he looked. 

"Is it your first time? Aoi, do you smoke too?" 

"Yeah. What about Kuse?" 

Now that he thought about it, he hadn't seen Masami in those kinds of situations much. 
Masami Shibaki, who had been active as a rugby player at Kagano Citadel Middle School, 
but I've heard that she used to be quite rebellious. In the large tent, she threw something at 
Riki. 

"A bit." 

"Is that so? | didn't know." 

"She said, 'Move forward.’ Move forward." 

Despite refusing to go to the battlefield so strongly, 

"Right?" Haruka, with beads of sweat on her forehead, weakly smiled. "We both still have a 
lot of things we don't know or haven't done, huh?" 

"Surely, she wanted us to survive." 

"Yeah." 

Nao continued. 

"What are we doing, fighting in a place like this?" 

With those words, memories suddenly resurfaced. Shintaro's calm expression when he 
looked at Takuma. Shugo's earnest voice, as if entrusting something. Tears welled up. He 
quickly covered his face with his right arm. 

Nao threw a considerate voice. 

"Hey, Tak, | couldn't hear. What did Shintaro say at that time?" 

"What do you think he said?" 

"Takuma knows too, right? Shintaro was a person who spoke harshly, but his sense of 
justice was stronger than anyone else's. So, surely, surely, he couldn't forgive himself for 
surviving by killing others. But, he wanted us to survive." 

Even if he killed people or did any terrible things, he wanted us, his comrades, to survive. 
That's why he said he would stay. He said he would become our "conscience" and stay 
behind, so we could move forward. 

"Throw away that ‘conscience’ and just think about surviving. Even if you discard that 
‘conscience,’ I'm here with you." Takuma responded, pressing his hand against his face. 
"He must have wanted to say that." 
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EPISODE 9 


| liked seeing his figure. Because we were teammates... comrades... surely, he wanted 
Takuma to keep running forever." 

A salty sensation welled up in Takuma's throat, and he clenched his teeth. 

"You stupid bastard..." 

He buried his face in his knees. No matter how much he tried to hold it back, the intense 
emotions surged up and wouldn't stop. 

"Shugo, too... Shugo said the same thing. 'Move forward.’ Even though he was injured and 
couldn't go on. He wanted us to move forward." 

He's saying that Shugo can't move forward anymore. 

The door leading to the hallway opened, and Ryo Kurosawa returned to the room, adjusting 
the intercom with his left hand. 

"Damn it. Can't get in touch with the second squad!" 

"The rules of rugby, when you think about it, are weird rules. Why does it become offside if 
another teammate moves ahead when one person starts running with the ball? Why aren't 
they allowed to move forward?" 

Takuma's hair was gently stroked. It was Nao's fingers, calming his heart. 

Kurosawa continued to fiddle with the intercom, looking frustrated. In the Schwarz Katz 
team, the members of the second squad included Kenji Maeda, Jun Namiki, and Naoki Kido. 
In Kurosawa's own squad, there was only Tetuya Shimura. However, Tetuya Shimura was no 
longer in this world. 

"Shugo always tried to make Tak run, right? Shugo was fast, and if he set his mind to it, he 
could have scored as many tries as he wanted. Shugo was probably irritated by Tak's 
reluctance, but | understood his feelings. Now, Kurosawa must be incredibly anxious. Even 
Lae 


If Nao and Masami weren't here, it would be so lonely. 

Suddenly, there was a flash outside the window. Following that, a thunderous roar 
resembling a lightning strike assaulted the ears, causing the grimy window glass to tremble. 
Shiori, who was leaning against the window frame, landed on the floor with a cat-like 
movement. 

Certainly, what just happened was an explosion. 

When asked to participate in the game, Maho Nosaka thought this way. 

"It's the castle!" 

Kurosawa shouted. 

Maho, despite being a middle school student, had a keen interest in newspapers and news 
programs, staying well-informed about current affairs. Therefore, she was familiar with the 
circumstances surrounding the enactment of the BR Act, and she understood that it held a 
punitive meaning towards children, feared by adults who were concerned about juvenile 
delinquency. 


December 24, 12:05 [New fatalities] 
Male #19 - Tatsuro Morishima 
Female #19 - Ayane Yagi 
Remaining: 24 
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It was inevitable for adults to impose it on children. Maho thought that if that's the case, she 
might as well use it to her advantage. She believed that the ability to do so was the 
difference between what Riki referred to as winners and losers. 

"The justice and crap don't matter. Compared to the previous Battle Royale, BRI is better just 
because the people you kill aren't familiar classmates. Maho suspected it was information 
gathered from the internet. She also knew that Maho had feelings for her deep down. Who 
would choose such a man? Just thinking about it makes my skin crawl. 


As for killing Shichihara Akiya, there was no sense of conscience at all. He was the man who 
took many lives in a large-scale terrorist attack. Now, it's just a matter of time before | die." 
"When Kazumi Fukuda died in a bomb explosion, it was the same. As the rules of the tag 
match were explained, she complained to Riki, saying, ‘It's unfair that we have to die just 
because our partner made a mistake.’ All this without realizing that Maho was right beside 
her. (That's my line.) So, for Maho, the only drawback to participating in the game was the 
addition of the unwelcome rule of the tag match." 

"If your partner makes a mistake, you have to die too? That's something that shouldn't 
happen. (Why should | die just because an otaku like you messed up?) However, Maho was 
determined not to die under any circumstances, and she had also devised a strategy for that. 
It wouldn't work with Maho alone, but with a partner..." 

"The partner designated, Masata Higasa, was woefully inadequate as a survival bet. For 
instance, someone like Schwarz Katz's Ryo Kurosawa or the rugby team's ace Takuma Aoi 
would have been preferable. Higasa often boasted, but more often than not, it was likely a 
bluff. When going into action, at the time, Maho, number twelve in attendance, was in D 
Block's second team. Although he had a charming appearance that made him popular 
among girls, Maho knew his true nature." 

"Having boarded the boat, Maho found herself on an unstable vessel, quietly observing the 
other seven members besides herself as they sailed on the open sea. Above all, the robust 
and healthy Mayu Hasuda was a significant asset. In the realm of boys, a thoroughbred like 
Kurosawa and Aoi. To ensure Hasuda doesn't stumble in uninteresting places, it would be 
necessary to keep an eye on him. The issue was partnering with Yasuaki Hosaka, who, 
although different from Higasa in type, was still an otaku-type chubby guy." 

"| just hope this guy doesn't trip Mayu up... The reason Tatsuhiko couldn't stay at the 
previous school was that he caused an incident. Even in the previous school, Tatsuhiko, who 
belonged to the soccer team, became conceited after being praised as the ace. He used that 
as a weapon to enthusiastically approach female students." 

"| had plenty of enjoyable experiences, but in the end, | messed up big time. It was fine until | 
forcefully pushed down a girl who misunderstood my interest in her. However, she turned out 
to be from a strict Christian family, and when she made a big fuss about her purity being 
violated, it led to an attempted suicide." 

"The other two girls were frankly out of the question. Reina Niimi and Ryoko Hata were 
relatively quiet in class, and didn't seem particularly athletic. Somehow, these two need to be 
supported by one of the boys in the pair. The enraged father took his daughter to the police, 
filed a complaint, and Tatsuhiko's misdeeds were exposed all at once. The school, unable to 
cover 

"Pairing up with Reina is Tatsuhiko Hasegawa, the ace striker of the soccer team who should 
have high ability values. In other words, the ultimate selfish guy. However, Tatsuhiko's 
physical abilities have some utility. If we can have him as a partner, things would be 
different." 
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"The thickly grown kumazasa constantly brushes against the camo pants, making a rustling 
sound. Bush branches protrude in front of the face, and without avoiding them, it's 
impossible to move forward. It's more like navigating through the bushes than a proper path. 
Care must be taken when casually swiping branches aside with the hands, as the recoil can 
hit the face of the person following behind. Therefore, one must delicately navigate around 
the branches, almost like passing them hand to hand." 

"Thanks to this, the progress speed doesn't increase much. It's just walking silently through 
the bush, not knowing how long it will continue. Kenji Maesono is slightly inferior to 
Tatsuhiko, but his athletic abilities are commendable. Kenji excels in martial arts, having 
attended a full-contact karate dojo since childhood." 

The reason for transferring to the fortress of deer is unknown, but there was probably some 
problem with the parents. The fortress of deer not only accepts students with personal 
problems but also serves as a refuge for students when their families become unable to 
function in society. For example, children of parents punished in the anti-BR law movement. 
It is likely that Kenji's cocky attitude towards Schwartz Katz is a result of sulking about his 
own circumstances like that. 


Anyway, praying that Mayu, Tatsuhiko, and Kenji, these three, will not lose their lives being 
bothered by partners. 


It's 12:20 in the afternoon. The fourteen members of the second team who landed on 
Battleship Island somehow managed to receive ammunition supply following the first team. 
They are pushing through the bushes, climbing the hills leading to the hideout. Since there is 
no proper road, they can only advance in a single file. There are still morning frost columns 
in the shadows. 


Occasionally, there was a soft, scraping sound. 


"What, you're here? Couldn't tell because your shadow is always so faint," said Namami with 
a grin. 


"Hey, everyone, are you there? Make sure those who have formed their pairs are definitely 
here, check for me," she said. 


"Na-na-mi!" shouted Kenji Maesono. 


Speaking slowly and deliberately, Yuko Natsukawa said, "If you have time to tease, look 
ahead and walk, Otan Konasu." 


"If there weren't someone in my pair, I'd probably be dead too. It's for sure," someone 
muttered as they separated. 


"Still, I'm hungry. Even though they supplied us with weapons, they didn't drop any food. If 


you look in your backpack, all that's in there is mineral water and biscuits," said Shota 
Hikasa in a carefree voice. 
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And Risa Shindo retorted, "It's certainly an unnecessary question, but | can understand 
Maesono's desire to confirm that not a single person is missing in this situation. Each of the 
fourteen people sought their partners with their eyes, those who should be in front or behind. 
Coughs of reassurance, "They're here, it's okay," leaked out one after another. 


"Hey, isn't that Taguchi guy missing?" said Jun Namami. 


"If he has the luxury of eating in that condition, then let him eat. Anyway, until | get to see 
Akiya Nanahara's face, | won't be able to swallow any food," said Naoki Jo, coldly. He 
disliked Jo, who only talked big. 


A voice from the front of the column returned softly, "He's here." 


It's going surprisingly smoothly. Maybe Shota had the luxury of such feelings. Indeed, in 
these past few hours, they hadn't come under attack. 

However, it was infuriating that even Shota, who was Maho's partner, had hunched up and 
become unable to move. Surprisingly, Yasuaki Hosaka, despite his plump body, moved 
quickly and climbed the hill with Mayu, but even so. 


"However, | wonder if the first team is progressing safely. Honestly, it was unexpected that 
we haven't had a single victim so far," Shota Hikasa continued with his light banter. 


Certainly, considering the intensity of the gunfire, it was a miracle that not a single person 
had been injured. 


(But don't you dare say that.) 


Due to this, the second team couldn't enter the point below the cliff where the first team had 
escaped, and had to make a large detour to the left to avoid gunfire. However, thanks to the 
delay, they were temporarily able to escape the concentrated enemy attacks that the first 
team faced. Moreover, thanks to Kenji Maesono's suggestion, they decided to leave the 
path, go into the bushes, and follow a faint animal trail. 


In her heart, Maho couldn't help but criticize Shota Hikasa. Who does he think is responsible 
for everyone going through this much trouble? 


"In a place with a good vantage point, there's no need to willingly become a target, right? 
Let's advance while hiding until the last possible moment," Ran Mae said with a smile. 


The beach landing was a major failure. The significant delay of the second team compared 
to the first team that had landed earlier was due to concentrated gunfire at the water's edge, 
causing some to panic. Rena and Ryota, who had been considered expendable from the 


beginning, were casualties. 


"The fourteen of us are walking in silence." 
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Effectively leading the team were the three members of Schwartz Katz: Naoki Jo, Jun 
Namami, and Kenji Maesono. With the usual trio acting, it naturally became the team's 
strategy. It was a somewhat male-dominated way of moving, but Risa Shindo, who served 
as the class representative, a spirited and assertive individual, had to feel discontented with 
that. 

The actions of the Schwartz Katz group are simple, but so far, they haven't made any 
mistakes. If they were to deviate significantly from the path, then Risa would step in and 
settle things. Without any reason, they wouldn't create unnecessary friction within the team. 
Moreover, Maho had no intention of taking the lead and demonstrating leadership. For 
Maho, that would have been nothing more than "extra." 


Maho had, until now, actively avoided anything "extra." 


Among the three girls on the second team's C-boat, Honami Tozuka, who was a kind of 
sub-leader in the class, and Yuko Natsukawa, who, despite having some quirks from being 
raised in the entertainment district, was popular for her mature attitude, were both close to 
Risa Shindo. This group included Mayu Hasegawa from the D-boat, along with Kyoko 
Kakehi and Nozomi Sagisawa from the first team, forming a group around Risa. However, 
Risa was not overtly asserting herself at the moment. 


Since entering middle school, Maho had been interested only in honing her intellectual and 
physical abilities. Having practiced Aikido since childhood, she continued visiting the dojo 
without participating in any club activities. Despite many invitations based on Maho's 
excellent physical abilities, she turned them all down. Some people talked behind her back 
about it, so she attended her homeroom teacher's class, thinking it was a typical decision for 
Risa. 


The teacher approached gently to reprimand her, but Maho didn't pay it any mind. 


"Why go against what everyone decided together? It's the consensus of the whole class," 
the teacher questioned, but Maho showed no sign of remorse. 


"Well, you can't keep boycotting classes forever, right? The teacher has the stronger 
position. It's pointless to do something like that." 


"Teacher, | attend an Aikido dojo, so my body is well-trained. | want to study properly, and | 
don't have the time for any more clubs or activities. If it's about group activities, like being in 
charge of the class, | can do that, and there shouldn't be a problem. Am | doing something 
wrong?" 

With that statement, the teacher had no words to respond. 


"I'm not making fun of anyone; | just thought it was a waste, so | didn't participate." 


"Do you just want to be the good girl?" 
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When Maho was in her second year, there was a teacher who taught mathematics and 
ended up earning the class's resentment. This somewhat arrogant teacher continued with a 
pushy manner of speaking, leading to a deteriorating relationship that eventually escalated 
to a class-wide decision to boycott the classes. 


"Not really. What does being a good girl even mean? Aren't you the one who just wants to 
show off in front of everyone? If everyone rebels together, then probably only one person will 
get punished, right? In the end, you're just staging a play rebellion from a safe place." 


Since then, Maho became a conspicuous figure in the class, facing ostracism. On the day 
when the class united to leave early and refused to attend the class, Maho alone did not 
conform to the teacher's disposition. 


No matter who became the sacrifice, Maho remained steadfast. 


Various insidious bullying began, but since Maho didn't pander to her classmates in the first 
place, it didn't affect her. Eventually, some resorted to direct violence, but Maho, a skilled 
Aikido practitioner, effortlessly repelled such attempts. 


Down towards the base of the hill, the red clay at her feet, which had been close to a muddy 
slush, was gradually drying and becoming firm ground. When Maho turned around, she 
could see the sea beyond the trees. The cold wind blowing from the sea seemed to 
gradually sap their strength. 


She wanted to reach the destination quickly. That desire lingered in her heart. Maho could 
see that everyone was starting to feel a bit anxious. However, upon reaching their 
destination, they would likely encounter the waiting enemies. 


However, one day, they did something outrageous. 

She attacked Maho on her way home, and several boys attempted to rape her. Fortunately, 
someone passing by intervened, preventing the assault. Maho withdrew all her savings and 
purchased self-defense equipment. The next day, armed with a mace and a baton, she 
confronted the female instigator of the bullying, leaving her severely injured. As a result, 
Maho faced the fate of being transferred to the fortress of deer. 


"It's clear. The path ahead is open," Honami Tozuka, who was ahead, turned around and 
called out. Following her words, Maho looked ahead. Beyond the thick bushes that had 
covered their view, there was indeed a different sunlight. Maesono took out the navigation 
device. 


Maho never intended to harm anyone willingly. She believed that she had to retaliate only 
because everyone was interfering more than necessary. 


The same applied to this game. She would survive, even if it meant... 


"Alright, as planned. We'll take a wide detour and approach near Entry Point C. What do you 
think, Jo?" 
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"We can't make any moves. Let's go a bit further and move to a location where we can aim 
for the entry point." 


"The issue is how far the first team has come. If they're approaching closely, we should 
contact and launch a simultaneous attack from both sides." 


Maho tapped Rena's shoulder, who was leading the way. Rena let out a cough, a 
discomforting sound. With a red face, she turned around as Maho spoke to her in a hushed 
voice. 

"Shall we communicate through the intercom?" 

"Huh?" "Are you okay? Your face is red; do you have a fever?" 

"Wait," Mayu interjected. "Isn't there a possibility that the radio waves could be intercepted? 
Isn't it too dangerous to communicate through radio?" 

"Even if you say that, a solo attack would be reckless." 

"It's okay; | think this thicket might be triggering some kind of allergy..." 

"Ah." 

"Still, is there no other means of communication? Like someone going there directly to 
communicate," Jun Namami chimed in. 

Maho nodded in understanding and surveyed the surroundings. Rena had atopic dermatitis 
and a severe allergic constitution. In such a densely vegetated area, it was unavoidable for 
something to trigger an allergic reaction as an allergen. 


"Yeah, it's not ideal to further disperse our already limited forces. Desperate times call for 
desperate measures. We might have no choice but to communicate via radio," Jo agreed. 


They avoided the increasingly strong sunlight and peered ahead. Beyond where the bushes 
ended, it seemed to open into a field with low grass. Over the tree line, there should be a 
view of the entry point to the hideout. 


"(If you go there), it might seem like we've abandoned you. But that's all a lie. There's only 
one truth. Mom and Dad's greatest wish is for you to come back and live together with 
them." 


Maho adjusted the rifle hanging from her shoulder. 
"Believe it. Mom and Dad genuinely love you. They will definitely come back to you." 


At that moment, a flash ran across the right side of Masakatsu Taguchi, who was walking at 
the forefront. His torso exploded into pieces. 


Masakatsu Taguchi was a silent student. However, there was a reason for his silence. He 
was the child of parents arrested for state treason. On the night before they were taken 
away, his parents called him, leaving him with a message. 

The next day, the two were indeed taken away, and they never returned. Masakatsu was 
also taken to the family court, subjected to interrogations by different people, but he never 
answered any questions. This was because he understood that it was an interrogative 
manipulation to find evidence against his parents. Even though he was in the fifth grade, 
Masakatsu was a child who had grown up watching his parents' activities from a young age. 
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"Okay, Masakatsu. Mom and Dad have to go see the police tomorrow, so make sure to stay 
home and wait." 


"People might come to your place and say various things, but you absolutely must not say 
anything. Those people will tell all sorts of lies. For example, they might say Mom and 
Dad..." Some relatives, worried about Masakatsu, advised him to tell everything. The 
interrogators also used language like this: 

The authorities had already determined that he harbored anti-establishment thoughts. 
Seeing him as a potential threat that could contaminate the surroundings, the decision was 
made to isolate him. 


"The reason your mom and dad can't come home is because you won't tell the truth. If you 
just tell the truth, you could be back with your family tomorrow. It's your fault that mom and 
dad can't come back because you won't tell the truth." 


However, being sent to Kano Citadel didn't break Masakatsu. He believed that if he 
continued to remain silent, his parents would eventually return. Two years, three years 
passed, and even as graduation approached, Masakatsu continued to maintain his silence 
with conviction. 


As long as he didn't speak. 


But his conviction proved futile. A Claymore mine shattered his body, turning him into a silent 
corpse. It was a lie. It was definitely a lie. Masakatsu gritted his teeth and continued to 
remain silent, ultimately never saying a word. Even after the detention period passed and his 
parents didn't return, Masakatsu still refused to open his mouth. This attitude extended to 
school, where he became a child who hardly spoke to classmates. 

The explosion that took Masakatsu's life was just the beginning, followed by a series of 
continuous blasts. 


"Everyone, don't move! It's a minefield!" 


The reason he ended up attending Kano Citadel, a fully residential middle school, was 
because of this. If he had responded to the interrogation and spilled everything, he might 
have been allowed to be taken in by relatives as a foster child. However, by continuing to 
remain silent following his parents' teachings, the authorities saw a potential threat within the 
boy. 


Castle shouted, and Honami and Risa collapsed to the ground as if their strength had been 
sapped from them. 


"... set up landmines! Taguchi got caught in one!" 
Takuma swallowed hard. The sound echoing beyond Castle's hysterical voice was 


something he had heard many times before. That sound, the electronic tone of a collar! 
Takuma threw a question to anyone in the first team. 


og 


In front of Castle, there were almost invisible, tightly stretched wires. The wires must be 
connected to landmines somewhere. The terrorists were not fools. They anticipated the 
invasion force coming through this thicket and set up traps. In front of Castle, the wire 
glowed dimly. 


"Who was paired with Taguchi?" 
"It was Honami!" 


Without hesitation, Kyouko's hoarse voice came back. 

The sound leaking from the intercom was not just one; it was a succession of deafening 
explosions assaulting their ears. No doubt about it. Explosions. A silence flowed among the 
ten members of the first team. Nao tightly grasped Takuma's hand. 

Kurosawa stared intently at the GPS screen on the navigator and shouted angrily over the 
intercom. 

"Castle! Are you okay?" 

The electronic tones on the intercom were increasing in frequency. Mixed with them were the 
voices of the second team students shouting meaningless words. Takuma and the others 
were just sitting in the tea room of the abandoned house, listening. Nao's face turned pale. 
A particularly loud scream echoed in their ears. 


It was the voice of the class representative, Risa Shintou. 


The scream from Jouki Castle came back. His voice was strangely distorted, exposing raw 
emotions. 


"Honami!" 
"Taguchi got hit! Damn it. It's a landmine! That bastard..." 


Castle's voice was filled with rage as he glared ahead. 
"Risa! It's scary!" 


(Is it Kitano?) 
"Yeah! It's okay, it's okay. | won't leave Honami alone." 


"Risa, this is bad, let go quickly!" 
This voice belonged to Maho Nosaka. 
"Are you going to abandon your friend? | absolutely won't!" 


Once again, Shiori's face showed an expression never seen before. It was different from the 
determined expression she showed in front of Riki during the confirmation of intentions. It 


98 


was a cold expression, reminiscent of icicles, and an intimidating atmosphere surrounded 
her. 


"What are you saying? Are you willing to die too? It'll cause a chain reaction!" 
"What the hell should we do!" 


"| won't let you go. No more playing pretend friends. Forgot? You and | are partners. | don't 
want you to die, even if you want to." 


"Castle, Jouki, and Nameba, wait! I'm going now!" 
"You jerk!" 


Holding the rifle, Kurosawa stood up. He tried to jump out from the doorway, but his 
movement stopped. 


Kurosawa shouted, holding the rifle at his hip. Haruya yelled, "Wait!" 
"Kitano!" 


Shiori, who had silently moved from the window to the center of the room, pointed an O3BR 
rifle at Kurosawa's throat. 


"Shoot if you can. But in return, you'll explode too!" 
"Kitano, what are you doing..." 

Kurosawa gasped. Shiori, aiming the rifle at his face, said, 
"Are you going to let them die?" 

"| need to go to Nanahara first." 


Unperturbed by the commotion on the intercom, Shiori calmly stated, "Until then, | won't let 
you die. | absolutely have to make sure you stay alive." 


Amidst the metallic explosive sounds emanating from the intercom again, whether it was the 
sound of mines or the explosion of collars remained unclear. The voice of Naoki echoed 
futilely. 

"Everyone, don't move, stay calm!" 

The distance between Shiori and Kurosawa, facing each other, remained unchanged. 

The Solomon No. 6 collar, modified according to the amended BR Act, had the additional 
function, as Riki explained, of synchronizing signals between partners. If the partner died or 


if they were more than fifty meters away, making the partner's location untraceable, the 
self-destruct mechanism would activate. 
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EPISODE 10 


The self-destruct device was modified to have a variable time interval between trigger 
release and detonation, ranging from one to two hundred fifty-five seconds, set randomly. 


December 24th, 12:21 PM [New Fatality] Male #9, Masakatsu Taguchi 
Remaining: 23 


This was proposed due to evidence suggesting that a participant successfully removed the 
collar, leading to escape from the BR game. 


Rika Shintou shielded the panic-stricken Honami Totsuka by embracing her. 
Watching in astonishment are Ryo Takashi and Reina Niimi. 

Maho Nosa bites into Rika's arm, attempting to break free, but Rika refuses to let go. 
Yasuaki Hosaka clutches his rifle, looking bewildered. 

Remaining: 20, 19, 18, 17, 16... 


It was intended as a countermeasure, a feature making collar removal challenging. 

It's because with a collar that could explode at any moment, the task becomes quite 
challenging. The collar has an LED indicator showing the status of the self-destruct 
mechanism. However, it was modified so that it couldn't accurately determine the explosion 
time. Therefore, during the tens of seconds from the LED lighting up to the explosion, the 
person involved and those around them would be tormented by the fear of not knowing when 
it would happen, waiting for the moment of destiny. This staging of fear also aligns with the 
principles of the BR law. 


The three members of Team Schwarzkatz, holding rifles, looked at Rika and Honami, then 
glanced toward the grassy field. With every flicker of the LED, their temples pulsated, and 
their knees trembled. 


The collar on Honami Totsuka was activated. The moment the trigger was released, the 
electronic die inside the collar determined a detonation time of thirty seconds. However, the 
students of Team Two could never know about it for sure. 

Suddenly, Maho blurted out something. She shoved Kanta Hikasa from behind, causing him 
to collapse on the spot. 

From behind the two, Tatsuhiko Hasegawa leaped forward and covered Rika, attempting to 
pull apart her arms in a full Nelson. 


Remaining: 25, 24, 23, 22, 21 


Detonation. 
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As everyone's attention focused on the scene, when Junichi released Rika in a full Nelson, 
Castle unwrapped his arms from around Rika, who he had been embracing, and freed her 
from the hold. 


Remaining: 15, 14, 13, 12, 11 -. 
Remaining: 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 -. 


Though initially separated, Rika swung her left arm and slammed her elbow into Tatsuhiko's 
left cheekbone. Tatsuhiko fell, dropping onto the head of Shota Hikasa, who was crouching 
at his feet. 


As Kazuki Maeda continued running, his foot caught one of the wires strung across the 
grassland. The taut wire led to the fuse of a series of hand grenades. Simultaneously, the 
fuses were pulled, and the instantly vaporized detonating agent unleashed the power of the 
explosive. 


As Tatsuhiko attempted to stand up, he suddenly fell down, causing Shota to tumble again. 
In the midst of this, Shota's right hand inadvertently pulled the trigger of the Type 03 BR rifle. 
A 5.56mm bullet shot out from the barrel. 


Holding onto Risa's body, Castle rolled through the grass. The students of the second team 
all simultaneously threw themselves to the ground. 


Tatsuhiko tripped Rina's legs, causing her to fall on the spot. 


In the distance, the three members of Schwarzkatz suddenly jumped as they were swept by 
gunfire. Remaining: ten, nine, eight, seven, six -. 


True to the chaotic situation, Maho shoved Honami's back, sending her sprawling into the 
middle of the grassy field. 


Kenji Maenobe, disoriented by the attack from behind, started running. Unheeding Castle 
Naoki's calls to stop, he dashed into the middle of the grassy field. 


Grenades exploded one after another, scattering fragments and unleashing shockwaves and 
blast effects, along with tiny one-millimeter grenades that had been packed inside empty 
cans. 


Tripped by Tatsuhiko, Rina fell backward. Above her, Quantum Hata's collar, having correctly 
drawn three seconds on the electronic die, faithfully triggered its function, shattering her 


neck with a deafening roar. 


Kenji Maenobe, having lost both thighs in the initial blast, suffered a hailstorm of grenades 
that rained down on his entire body, destroying vital organs. 


The shockwave knocked down the surrounding students, causing some to run forward as if 
pushed from behind. 
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The sounds leaking from the intercom froze Taku and the others in place. 


Simultaneously, as Totsuka Honami stepped into the minefield, triggering the landmines with 
her every step, the wires around her also set off the surrounding mines. A wave of intense 
heat swept over her entire body. However, due to the collar's detonation, Honami's cervical 
vertebrae were instantly pulverized, severing the connection between her brainstem and the 
rest of her body. 


While the shockwave charred her skin, the peripheral nerves still carried out commands 
based on the remaining neurotransmitters. Honami's body continued to take one or two 
steps forward, as her legs inadvertently pulled several more wires, causing her to collapse. 


Then came another explosion. 


The explosions seemed to last for an eternity. Amidst the roar, Takuma distinctly heard 
it—the unbearable sobbing, a voice filled with resentment questioning why one had to die. 
The sound of flesh tearing apart, the crackling of burned bones, the millions of cells oxidizing 
and dissipating into gas in an instant. The sound of life extinguishing. The transformation of 
a friend into nothingness. The resonance of these events tore Takuma's heart apart. 


He clenched his fist with all his might. Blood seeped thinly from the place where his 
fingernails had dug in. 


Then it happened. After the deafening roar subsided, the radio produced a howling sound 
that further assaulted everyone's eardrums. It wasn't noise; beyond the intercom, someone 
was shouting. The voice, almost inhuman, echoed for a long, long time, continuing to pierce 
the eardrums of the ten people. 


Kurosawa collapsed on the spot, throwing the rifle aside and pounding the tatami with both 
hands. 


"Dammiiit!" 


No sound came out. Something lodged in the back of the throat, making breathing difficult 
and paralyzing the body in place. No one uttered a word; everyone felt bound to that spot. 
They had witnessed the deaths of many friends before, but this was the first time they had 
learned of someone's death solely through audio. A despairing death raining down on their 
friends from an unreachable place. It felt more cruel and senseless than witnessing death 
with their own eyes. 


"Honami." 
Kaede coughed. 


Shiori abandoned her shooting stance, lowering her rifle. She bent down, reaching for 
Kurosawa's rifle, and put the safety lock back on. 


"| can't believe it. Honami is dead?" Kaede exclaimed. 
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"Kaede," Kizuna Sagisawa spoke with a comforting tone. Kaede turned in that direction. 


Kaede stared blankly into the void. It was as if holographic images were floating there, vividly 
depicting the deaths of their classmates. 


"Kizuna, it's unbelievable. Honami is dead?" 

Takuma sank to his knees. Naoya was lost in thought, contemplating everything. 
Kizuna nodded. 

"That's right. She was that kind of girl, wasn't she?" 

"Why did she have to die? Why?" 

"There's no valid reason for anyone to die," Takuma said, spitting out the words. 


"... Honami," she swallowed hard, "Honami had a recommendation for a high school in the 
capital. It was like Kano Citadel Middle School, a boarding school. With her grades, she 
could have aimed for an even better high school. But she... she was bright, kind to everyone, 
really straightforward. Yet, she absolutely didn't want to go back home. She said she'd rather 
die than go back home. 'I'd rather die than go back home,’ she used to say." 


"Yeah, she used to say that a lot. Shugo, Shintaro, Wataru, Asuka... why did they have to 
die? If someone knows, please tell us." 


Unspoken cries swirled within Takuma's heart. Ki said, her voice trembling. 

"Honami's mom passed away when Honami was little. Things didn't work out with Honami's 
dad's family, and she always said it was like being bullied to death. She said it was like being 
killed by her own father. She didn't want to face her father either, that's what she told us. But 
she never let it show, she always kept it to herself, trying to make everyone cheerful..." 


"When she was in kindergarten, her parents died in a car accident. On the way back from a 
trip, her father made a mistake while driving, and the car crashed into the guardrail. | was 
miraculously unharmed, sitting in the child seat. But both parents didn't make it. | was inside 
the crushed car, watching as they died." 


"But, you never mentioned anything like that..." 
Blood was gradually being lost, and my mother's face was turning pale... My father's arm on 
the driver's seat drooped down... 


"You've been seeing that all along?" Ayako asked in a voice that sounded incredulous. 


"Yeah. After coming to this middle school, | gradually stopped having that dream. You know, 
in Kanoshizo, there are a lot of kids who lost their families in various ways, right? While 
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talking to those kids, | started to wonder if it was strange for me to keep grieving all the time. 
That's how it seemed." 


"You were able to forget such a sad thing?" 


"It seemed like | was starting to forget. Even when it happened before, there were times 
when | could vividly see that image in my mind, but it got to the point where | didn't even 
dream about it anymore. But then, on the contrary..." 


| buried my face in my knees, embraced by both arms. 


"On the contrary, | started to think that | shouldn't forget such an important thing. I'm the only 
one who survived in my family, and if | forget even that, then what about my parents? | 
started to think that it wouldn't be right." 

"After being rescued, that sight never left my mind. On the contrary, even after several years 
had passed, no matter how old | got, | dreamed of that scene almost every night. The 
images became an indelible mark in my head. When | was little, | thought | was going crazy. 
| believed | had no choice but to live with the memories of my bloodied parents. As long as 
those memories remained, | couldn't interact normally with other kids who had living parents. 
They didn't have such blood-soaked memories." 


"Maenosono got hit! There are four casualties on our side! 'Maenosono'? What happened? 
What was that recent explosion? | heard something, but... was it a landmine?" 


"There's no one who will speak out for me, right? At least, even if it's just me—just me 
remembering my mom and dad, isn't that enough?" 


"As long as someone remembers, maybe that person won't truly be dead," Naomi said in a 
gentle voice. 

"It's a landmine. We thought we had outflanked them through the bushes, but those bastards 
set up landmines at the bush exit. Be careful over there too! The ones we stumbled upon 
were wire-triggered mines, but we don't know what other traps they might have!" 

"That might be true. Even if | die, | want everyone to remember me," Shiori interjected. 


Kyouko coughed. "I won't forget about Naomi." 


"Tell us the remaining count on your side. We've lost four, and there are ten of us left. Can 
we assume it's the same on your end?" 


Suddenly, the intercom came back to life, and a voice leaked through. 
"Can anyone hear me? This is Shiro. Kurosawa, respond!" 


"Is that Shiro's voice? Yeah, we have ten here. Fortunately, no one sustained significant 
injuries except those who lost their lives." 


104 


"Is that so?" Kurosawa's frozen expression softened. He shouted into the intercom, "Shiro! 
Are you okay? Any injuries?" 


After a moment of closing his eyes, Kurosawa opened them wide and responded through the 
intercom, "Yeah, we're currently at Point A in front. Let's settle this before the sun sets. Thirty 
minutes from now, we launch a coordinated assault. We're at Point A, and you're at Point B. 
Until we kill Shichihara Akiya, we won't stop fighting. Move forward. Grab your guns. We'll kill 
every damn guerrilla without leaving a single one! Any complaints?" 


Shiori nodded as she disengaged the safety on her rifle. "We'll get it done, Shichihara!" 


"That's right. We've bypassed the minefield and headed to Point B. Let's finish this. Don't 
mention the name Shichihara Akiya in front of me." 


"Let's synchronize our watches," Shiori said. "It's 12:27 here. Can we make the assault at 
13:00?" 


"Roger that! Let's meet at their hideout!" 
When Kurosawa uttered those words, an image of his back suddenly flashed in the retina. 
Now he understood. Within Kurosawa resides a deep-seated hatred. It's a pitch-black hatred 


directed at Shichihara Akiya. 


The communication abruptly ended. Before anyone realized it, Kurosawa was standing up 
on the tatami mat. All eyes in the room were now fixed on the panting face of Kurosawa. 


As Maho and the others approached the other side of the minefield, they were forced to 
move cautiously. Step by step, they checked to ensure that their limbs didn't catch on 
anything. 

(Just like playing "Red Light, Green Light.") 


Kurosawa slowly picked up his rifle and readjusted his helmet. He glared at Shiori, and his 
eyes harbored a sinister light. 


"If we get sniped in a place like this, we're done for." 

"| get it. We have no choice but to fight. How many people are on your side?" 

However, there was no other way to move forward or backward. After an unimaginable 
amount of time passed, the ten members of the second team finally reached the opposite 
side of the grassland. 

The weak winter sun cast shadows of the ten individuals behind them. They started checking 
their equipment. The magazine, capable of firing thirty rounds, was still mostly intact. It made 


sense; so far, four people had lost their lives, but none had died in combat. All deaths were a 
result of landmines and chain explosions. 
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(But, it's good that he didn't die.) 
(Such a death, it's truly a dog's death.) 


During the frustrating steps, Maho had been thinking about that. There was no way he could 
die now. The time to execute Maho's plan, which she had been considering since leaving the 
mainland on the boat, was approaching. For that, she needed his help. 


Maho also checked her equipment meticulously. A momentary lapse could be fatal. If she 
neglected her preparations, the likelihood of death would increase. Come to think of it, she 
hadn't eaten anything since morning. She looked around, then discreetly took a caramel 
from her pocket and put it in her mouth. A supply of sugar. If the blood sugar level dropped, 
the brain's function would deteriorate. 


Beyond the grassland, there was a zone lined with prefab warehouses like a materials 
storage area. There were no obstacles beyond this point. Presumably, this would be the last 
resting point for the ten members of the second team. Everyone slung their rifles over their 
shoulders. 


As everyone silently prepared, suddenly Risa Shinto stood up. Mayu Hasuda looked at Risa 
in surprise. Since the death of Honami Totsuka, Risa had been silent with a pale face. 


"I'm going," Maho said in a challenging tone. 
"Oh, I'm in too," said Masataka Hikasa, ignoring the agreement. 


"Hey, why? Really, just us charging into that fortress? Everyone, calm down! Isn't it obviously 
reckless? They're professionals in war who have repeated battles many times. Even if we 
recklessly charge in, we're bound to be counterattacked. Let's talk about it properly one 
more time. 


"If Risa were as smart as she used to be, she might come up with a way for us to survive, 
but | don't think those adults have prepared an escape route for us. They're definitely 
planning to make us do this charge. In that case, we have no choice but to do it." 


"| don't like it either," added Shota Katsuragi. 

Castle gave Risa a glance, then silently began inspecting his equipment again. Next to him, 
Nagisa looked at him with a shrug. Unexpectedly, Yasuhisa Yasusaka spoke in a surprisingly 
gentle voice. 

Awry smile appeared on Yuko Natsukawa's face. 

"| don't want to die at such a young age." 

"Before we die, | wanted to have another serving of the piled-up tantanmen at the 


Shikatani-ken." 
Naho joked, raising her voice, and demonstrated a clumsy pantomime of slurping noodles. 
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"Shint6-san, I'm scared too, but there's no other way. If we hesitate, this place will soon be 
designated as a prohibited area. If that happens, we'll be blown up by these collars alone. In 
that case, it's better to choose an option that still has some potential. We're going to die 
anyway, sooner or later." 


"Stop it!" 
It's right in front of you. Open your eyes. And take a look around. 


Risa shouted, covering her ears with both hands. Inadvertently looking around, Maho clicked 
her tongue. 


"Why... why is everyone so easily willing to fight! This isn't a game. It's not like a shooting 
game where you can just turn off the power and start over if it's game over. If we rush in 
there, we will die. Our lives will be lost. Isn't anyone scared?" 

"Those who aren't here, are they winners or losers? Are those who died winners or losers? 
You guys were already losing from the beginning. It's not starting from Zero. It's starting from 
negative. You were originally losing at the game of life." 


There was a sound like "gaga" inside the helmet, and a familiar voice was heard. 


"Oh, Shinto just asked a really good question." 
"Why, why is everyone so easily willing to fight!" 


"Riki!" 

Shiro angrily shouted. Whether Riki heard that voice or not, Riki continued. 

"Even if we stop the game here—well, not that we can stop it—you guys are still losers. To 
stop being losers, to become winners in life, you have to win the game and move forward. 
Do you guys want to go back to being losers?" 


"Listen, Shintd. The answer is, now you're..." 


Riki started humming. Maho raised her gun, checking the sight. On the other side of the 
sight, Risa stood dumbfounded. Maho snorted. 


It wouldn't stop. In Takeru's mind, there were two angers. One was anger towards Akuya 
Nanao, who took Shugo's life. The other was anger towards the adults, including Riki, who 
killed Shintaro. It was cold. His spine was cold. Yet, a burning, raging anger enveloped 
Takeru's entire body. 

"(Good girls whose only strength is studying are ultimately limited here!)" 

There was a sound of a swallowed breath, and Riki raised his voice again. 


"If you don't like it, then fight! Survive despair!" 


(Why, why do you guys play with us like this? We're not your tools. We are...) 
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A helmet was offered in front of Takeru. Haruka Kuse looked at Takeru with a troubled 
expression. 


Impulsively, Takeru snatched the helmet off his head and slammed it onto the ground. 
Kurosawa, on the other side, coolly spoke up. 


"Hey, calm down a bit. If the comms break, it's a death sentence." 
December 24th, 12:30 AM [New casualties] 

Male #14 - Kenji Maenosono 

Female #9 - Honami Totsuka 

Female #14 - Ryoko Hata 

"That bastard. He's just messing around..." 

The anger overflowing in Takeru's heart just couldn't be restrained. 


Remaining: 20 participants. 


(Nao) 
She had a stern expression, one never seen before. 


It was understandable. Until now, they had only been the ones subjected to bullying and 
killing. Now, it was their turn to go kill the enemy. For the first time in their lives, the time had 
come to take someone's life. 


However, there was no sense of reality at all. 


Kurosawa, who had been staring at the wristwatch, stood up. The sound of attaching a 
grenade launcher to the rifle resonated against the wall behind. 


Rather, it felt the opposite. It was as if they had become condemned prisoners. Condemned 
prisoners before ascending the thirteen steps of the gallows. 


Seventhara Akiya awaited them. 


If you pass through the path running through the houses, their hideout is just around the 
corner. 


However, can | really kill Nanahara? 

It was a small square created amidst the residential buildings. They took a brief rest in that 
room and prepared their equipment. The moment they stepped outside again, the sky, as 
clear as could be, greeted them. White clouds flowed through the sky at a surprisingly fast 


pace, framed by the towering houses on either side of Takuma and the others. 


In the vast blue sky, the face of Nanahara that they saw at that time was reflected. 
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Kurosawa spoke decisively. 


Wearing helmets and holding rifles in their dominant hands, the nine faces stared one by 
one. 


"It's around Eastern time. We're launching an attack on Point A from now on." 
Nao looked back. 


"At the same time, the second group led by Shiro will infiltrate Point B, cornering Shuya 
Nanahara from both directions. Listen, everyone, don't die! Let's go!" 


Shiori raised her rifle, assuming a firing stance on her left side, aiming at Kurosawa's 
forehead. 


"Not yet." 


It's not a threat. The safety is off. Yes, let the second group charge. If the enemy realizes that 
the attack is coming from only one direction, they'll likely let their guard down. Wondering if 
this is all that's left. If we concentrate the attack on Point B, we can seize the opportunity to 
break through Point A with minimal resistance." 


Kurosawa returned the gaze, a sneer appearing between clenched teeth. Words were 
squeezed out. 


"Just what are you playing at, Kitano!" 
Anger forcefully propelled the words. 


"Are you trying to make it four against two?" 

"Don't go out yet. It's better for us to come out later." 

"A decoy." 

Shiori nodded without averting her gaze. 

As she spoke, Shiori glared at Kurosawa with those cold eyes. 

"What the hell are you talking about? While you're saying all this, Shiro and the others have 
already started the assault!" 

"Call ita diversionary tactic if you will. Either way, in a direct confrontation, the terrorists have 
more experience. There's no chance if we engage them directly. The only possible way is to 
thoroughly deceive the enemy. By making them let their guard down and seizing that 
opportunity, that's the only way we can survive." 

"But Shiori, with her gun raised, remained perfectly still. ‘Don't move. They can see us from 
there, can't they? There's no way to reach where Nanao Akiya is.' 

Beyond the apartment complex, right around the area where that square-shaped structure 
was, thick black smoke billowed up. 

‘Is it okay for you to let your friends die for that?' Nao shouted. ‘They're your classmates! 
‘What are you talking about?" 

There was absolutely no inflection in those words. 
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EPISODE 11 


A sound, like the banging of metal pipes, intermittently reached their ears. Multiple sounds 
overlapped, creating a swirl of metallic noise in the air. Overlapping with that, a deep, 
resonant bass sound echoed. The ground trembled ever so slightly." 


"Is this a BR game, right? What's the point if it's not about surviving?" 

"You bastard!" 

As Takeru tried to leap forward, a sharp rifle was thrust in his face. 

Naho and the others had begun their assault. "It's started," Harumushi swallowed audibly. 
"I'm not some demon. I'm just a realist... | just know about BR games better than anyone 
else," she said. The bodies of the ten people standing there seemed to freeze like shadows. 
In front of the entry point to Point B, debris and concrete blocks were piled high, obscuring 
the building beyond it. 


Suddenly, a roaring noise echoed in the distance. Involuntarily, | looked up at the sky. 


Emerging from the cover, leading the charge, were Shiro and Namina. They sprinted with a 
low posture, aiming to get as close to the enemy's flank as possible before being targeted. 


Spurting blood from her mouth, Reina Niimi was shot down, lying on her back with numerous 
bullet holes all over her body. "Reina!" the futile cry of Yuko Natsukawa echoed. 


The two of them pressed down the lever of the grenade launcher attachment mounted under 
the O3-type BR rifle and simultaneously pulled the trigger. Along with the recoil shaking their 
upper bodies, a 40mm diameter grenade emitting purple smoke shot out and disappeared 
into the barricade. In an instant, the barricade swelled from the inside, exploding with 
fragments scattered. 


The sounds of the ongoing battle reached Takeru and the others through their comms. The 
sound of someone falling. And then another. Takeru clenched his lips, listening to those 
sounds. With each scream, the fire in his chest intensified. 


"Gotcha!" 
(They're dying... they're dying.) 


Namina shouted, "Damn it!" Suddenly, Kurosawa yelled and sprinted, cradling his rifle. 
"Hey!" 


In response to Shiori's attempt to stop him, Kurosawa momentarily turned around. However, 
on the other side, a dozen or so terrorists appeared, forming a line and firing back 
simultaneously. A curtain of light and heat appeared in front of Namina and Shiro. 
Instinctively, they rolled to the left and right. 


"If you can shoot, then give it a try! If | die, you're gonna get blown away too!" The wave of 
gunfire also struck the eight individuals behind Namina. The surrounding air was torn apart. 
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Without looking back, Kurosawa continued running. He kicked the stone steps as he 
ascended. The destination was the enemy's hideout where Shichihara was. Shiori clicked 
her tongue, raised her rifle, and followed Kurosawa. 


At this battleship island, the building that was once used as the office for the mining 
company operating here is now being used by Shichihara and the others as their hideout. 
The location corresponding to the original main entrance is Point A. 


Continuing to run by kicking the ground, the road ahead abruptly ended, revealing the 
piercing blue sky. It was finally time. Takuma readied his rifle once again. This was the last 
push. 


A beastly roar erupted from the depths of Takuma's throat. Fueled by that cry, he started 
running as if being pushed from behind. Adrenaline surged through his entire body. A 
burning sensation, like molten iron, raced through every capillary. To kill them. To kill the 
ones who killed Shugo. To brutally kill Shichihara Akiya. 


While rushing up a flight of stairs, he roared from the depths of his abdomen. In his mind, 
there was only one thought. 


"N-n-n-no way!" 

However, the moment Takuma reached the top of the stone steps, his eyes, heightened by 
his dynamic visual acuity, caught an anomaly. Twisting his body in mid-air, he instinctively 
dropped to the right side of the path, ready for an unexpected attack. Rolling and tumbling, 
he prepared for a possible assault. 

At Takuma's rushing feet, the stone steps of the paved road disappeared into the distance as 
if flying backward. BlackSawa and Shiori were far ahead. Takuma's steps felt light, as if he 
had wings. He felt he could do it now. He could kill them. He was convinced. He tightened 
his grip on the rifle's grip. 

"What was that just now? This isn't how it's supposed to be..." 


"Aoi!" It was BlackSawa's voice. "What's going on?" 


Passing through the narrow path formed by the stone steps and reaching the elevated area, 
that was the Point A for the assault. 


"| didn't ask for this!" 


The barricade blocked the entire front yard, and there was no opening to break through. It 
seemed like a sinister giant served as a gatekeeper, preventing any intruders. 


Voices shouting from behind became audible. It was the voices of the seven who had 


followed Takuma. Takuma, holding the rifle in front of him, took a step back, breathing 
heavily. He twisted his head back and shouted, catching everyone's attention for a moment. 
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"It's only natural they'd redirect their main force toward Point B!" BlackSawa, who had 
appeared unnoticed, shouted. 


"Don't recklessly step in! Something's not right!" Shouting, Takuma bent his knees and stood 
up again with the recoil. 


"No way there's even a breach!" 
Takuma's eyes caught sight of it—a huge structure built with barbed wire and concrete 
debris. The map on the navigation system had indicated an open front yard without 


obstacles before this Point A assault, but the reality was different. 


"| didn't hear about this! Wasn't the map information on the navigation system supposed to 
be the latest and accurate, corrected with aerial photos?" BlackSawa shouted. 


"How the hell should | know!" 

"That's different!" BlackSawa shouted back, revealing a hint of disturbance in his eyes. 

"Tac! Be careful!" Nao's voice made Takuma turn toward the barricade. 

What met Takuma's eyes as he rushed up the stone steps was a massive structure built with 
iron wire and concrete rubble. While there were gaps resembling gunports, there was 
undeniably a human presence behind them. 

"Damn it! They're shooting!" Seiya screamed. 

Something was thrown out from the building. Beyond the structure, the square building came 
into view. Something shiny on the upper floors, around the third floor. A glint of a gun barrel 
reflecting sunlight. 

It was a bottle filled with its contents. 

"Damn it, this is the perfect spot for a sniper..." 

The vivid image of a comrade being shot on the E-boat played back in Kakei KyOko's mind. 
With a clattering sound, the bottle burst in front of KyOko's eyes. Whatever was inside now 
showered down on her body. 

"Danger, scatter!" 


... thrown himself onto the ground. 


A moment later, a burst of flame erupted from the falling object, crawling towards Kyoko on 
the ground. 


But there was no gunfire. Only the scorching rays of sunlight pierced through Takeru's entire 
body. The heartbeat pressed against the ground echoed within Takeru's body. 
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"Molotov cocktail!" 

(Was it a mistake? But the light just now was definitely a gun.) 
"Put it out... Kyoko, roll on the ground!" 

"It's hot! Hot!" 


Screaming, Kydko rolled on the pavement. Following her, Haruya and Haruki desperately 
tried to extinguish the fire by slapping Kydko's body. 


For a fraction of a second, that question flickered through his mind and disappeared 
somewhere. A thunderous explosion shook the earth, propelling Takeru into the air as 
fragments of the shattered pavement rained down from above. 

As if mocking those efforts, mortar shells descended once again. 

Mortar shells. 


"I'll shower them with bullets." 


With the rifle aimed and his finger on the trigger, at that moment, there was an impact from 
behind, and he was blown away by a hot blast. 


It began. Following the unsettling groans, there came the metallic sound of strafing. Creating 
traces of bullet marks resembling wave patterns on the road, they cornered Takeru and the 
others. 


(Getting killed.) 

Being thrown about, his finger instinctively squeezed the trigger. It wasn't Takeru's will that 
moved his finger; it was the boiling surge of hatred and anger within him that pulled the 
trigger. 

"This is bad, we'll be sitting ducks in this narrow space!" Mami shouted. However, Takeru 
and the others, running frantically to escape the gunfire, didn't even have time to brace 
themselves to shoot. There was no doubt that the moment they stopped moving, their bodies 
would become a hornet's nest. 

Yet, unable to fully control the recoil of the full-automatic, the rifle thrashed about in Takeru's 
hands. The barrel swayed like a hose spraying water forcefully, and bullets shot out in an 
unstable manner. 


Takeru ran, shaking his body from side to side, with the rifle cradled in his arms. 


(Tackle. Dodging a tackle is the same.) 
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A hot blast came from the left side. His feet were swept from under him, and he was sent 
sprawling sideways. The ground loomed before him. 


Shifting his weight using only his well-trained lower body, he flew to the next point. In the 
meantime, he disengaged the safety of the rifle and twisted the cock to full automatic. 


In the instant of falling, intense pain shot through his back, and the impact that reached his 
right hand once again pulled the trigger. What lay at the end of that barrel was... Kana. 


(Even if it's impossible, even if I'm killed, at least let the bullets from my rifle...) 


Bullets ejected from Takuma's O3-type BR rifle were assaulting Kana's body. It looked as if 
Kana had been knocked down to the ground by giant hands. Nao shouted, "Kana!" 


(Oh no! | shot Kana!) 


Siori rushed towards Takuma and stopped somewhere in the middle between them and the 
barricade. She quickly aimed her rifle towards the building, fired warning shots with standing 
shots, jumped back, and then unleashed a storm of bullets near the center of the barricade. 


As Takuma released the trigger, the moment his gunfire disappeared, the sounds of impacts 
from the surrounding area assaulted his ears. The ground was now covered with a pattern 
resembling a bed of needles. 


A powerful chill spread from the center of his body. There was no way to avoid the bullets. 
From the blue sky above, it felt as if someone intent on taking Takuma's life was descending. 


Takuma witnessed something peculiar. As the bullets were absorbed into the barricade, one 
corner of the barricade glowed red, and then, from that point, a massive fireball erupted. 
Black smoke billowed high into the sky. Takuma jumped up, sprinting and grabbing Siori's 
arm. 


(No, it's no use.) 

"What... What did you do?" 

(It's over, it's hopeless. ) 

(What did you do?) 

"| blew up the barricade. With plastic explosives." 

"Plastic explosives! Why did you have something like that?" 

"It was a gamble. My luck held." 

At that moment, a nimble figure moved in the corner of their vision. It leaped onto the 
barricade, then away, sprinting toward Takuma and the others. 


Turning around as she spoke, Shiori couldn't find her own reflection. The surface of the 
concrete building was, upon closer inspection, obscured by countless boards. The windows 
on the square suddenly became deserted. Across the square, a dark entrance of the building 
stood open. Black-saw and Shiori rushed into it, leading the way. 
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Jumping into the hole of the just-crumbled barricade, debris was blown away, leaving just 
enough space for a person to enter. Shiori leaped in, firing her gun in full automatic mode. 
With her mane fluttering, Kurosawa followed. 


"Let's go!" Yelled Masami and Haruya, following them. Trying to follow but stopping, they ran 
back. 


It was dim. In the corridor where several blunt concrete pillars stood, the cluttered piles of 
wooden boxes obstructed the view. The walls around had collapsed in places, showing signs 
of repair with boards. The floor tiles were cracked, forming a pile of debris. 

Kanata lay on her back, with Nao and Kyouko crouched beside her. Kanata, convulsing, 
clutched her side wound, shielding it, and continued to vomit thick black blood. Takuma's 
vision blurred as he stared at this scene. 

"This is strange. Why is no one here...?" 


"Sagisawa, sorry! Grab onto me!" 


Kurosawa bent his body, maintaining a shooting posture, and coughed. Were the enemies 
who fired upon them above? 


Wiping away tears with his right hand, Takuma reached out his hand. Supporting Kanata's 
shoulder, Takuma tightened his grip on the gun in his right hand. 


Shiori's mind raced as she pointed her gun towards the staircase leading to the second floor. 
Beyond the barricade, there was an open square. The terrorists who were crowded here up 
to Sachiko should have been here. 

"Don't shoot! It's me! It's me!" 


A figure in camouflage shouted. 


Black-saw nodded, running in that direction, and Shiori followed suit after checking the 
surroundings. Their footsteps echoed in the empty corridor. 


"It's Jou! He's safe!" Black-saw exclaimed with joy as he rushed out. 

"Jou! Namba! Are you guys okay?" 

Black-saw and Shiori stopped just before the stairs. They scattered to both sides, assuming 
a prone position. Shiori twisted the barrel of the grenade launcher, making a clanking sound. 


She loaded the cartridge, returned the barrel to its original position, and prepared for action. 


From the other side of Schwarz Katz, Risa Shintou flew in, followed by the graceful figure of 
Mayu Hasuda. "Okasan" (Mom), the reassuring figure of Yuko Natsukawa. 


"Nao! Kyouko!" 
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From the far end of the long corridor, the sound of many footsteps echoed. It was the sound 
of a crowd of people running towards them. 


(A welcoming party?) 
"Risa! Mayu! Yuko! Everyone, you're alive! Are you okay? What about the others?" 
A cloud passed over Risa's brow. 


Takuma made eye contact with Nao, leaving Kano in her care, and raised his O-Type BR 
Rifle. 


The footsteps grew even louder. 


"They're dead. They're all dead. Honami, Rydshi, and also, when Maesono-kun was blown 
up by a landmine." 


In the center of the sunlight streaming through the broken window, someone jumped out. 
Facing Takuma and the others, they waved their hands vigorously. 


With a delayed thud, Yasuaki Hosaka rushed in. His bloated body swayed, and he breathed 
heavily, looking in pain. 


The finger on the trigger froze. 

Kurosawa's expression changed. 

In camouflage gear! 

"That should be everyone!" 

Jou dropped his shoulders heavily. 

"Anyway, it was such an intense attack that there was no time to look back. | didn't confirm it 
until the moment of the decoy explosion, but it's certain that Niimi and Hikasa are dead. The 
ones who were paired up..." 

"When we started the attack on Point B, Niimi was hit by the initial barrage. When we broke 
through the barricade and entered, Hikasa was caught in the explosion this time. With that 
feeling, it should have been instant death." 

Kyouko asked with a trembling voice. 

Despair was evident on everyone's faces. There were no exceptions to the cruel rules of the 


collars. If those two were dead, then without a doubt, their partners were sent to the afterlife 
as well. 
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Masami placed her hand on her collar. 

"Reina and Hikasa-kun's partners are... Hasegawa and... Nosaka." 
"Damn, if only we didn't have this..." 

"Maho!" 

Nao's eyes widened. 

"So, there are six of us left here. What about the first team?" 

Nao spoke with difficulty. 


"There are ten remaining in the first team. It's the same as a while ago. But, Kotoha is 
injured..." 


In Takeru's mind, the confident face of Maho Nosaka flashed. With a mocking smile that 
belittled everyone's hesitation, Maho gracefully crossed the line. Strangely, the idea of Maho 
Nosaka dying seemed impossible. 

Namami continued, looking down. 

The gaze of everyone gathered on Reina Saigusa, lying on the floor, supported by Kyouko. It 
felt as if their stares pierced through him, and an indescribable feeling welled up in Takeru's 


chest. 


Inside, whether startled by their presence or sensing something, Reina held her breath and 
cautiously gauged the situation. 


(It's my fault!) 

"There she is!" 

Jou walked forward, aiming his rifle. 

As Namami tried to barricade herself with a rifle, Mayu held out her right hand to stop her. 
"Wait!" 


"So, the total number of combat-ready personnel is fifteen. Without knowing the enemy's 
strength, it's hard to say whether this is a lot or a little. Kurosawa, what do you think?" 


"Why stop!" 
Kurosawa readied his rifle with a sharp glare. 


Mayu's finger pointed in the direction of a figure. 


117 


"Look." 


"There's no other way. There's only one path forward. Let's charge up and settle this in one 
go!" 


From the darkness, the person slowly revealed themselves. 
(No way!) 


Without anyone prompting, they all looked up at the stairs leading to the second floor. 
Beyond that, Shuya Nanahara should be there. 


Shogo's face flashed a glimpse of unease. 


The person wore camouflage similar to Takeru and the others, but apart from that, there 
were no distinct features of a combatant. 


(Shogo, I'll avenge you now...) 
At that moment, there was a noise behind. Takeru reflexively turned around, aiming his rifle. 


She was not even half the height of the tall Takeru. In her small hands, she tightly held a 
disproportionately large firearm. It was a young girl. 


In a corner where debris was piled high, someone was present. In the darkness. 


Behind the sandy beach, it hid in the bushes. 
There was no place to hide. 


—tTwo years before participating in the BR game at Shikanosai Middle School, Class B, in 
the Town of Deer Fort. 

Her weapon should have been a Tokarev unsuitable for long-range combat. However, as she 
knocked down one target after another, it was unclear what kind of weapons she had 
obtained from the fallen. Indeed, the weapon that hunted down Saki, who was hiding in her 
hiding place, was a storm of swirling arrows. In contrast, the weapon Saki had... 


(If | don't drop that gun) 


The sea was calm, and the wind had stopped. As Sakura Saki continued to run, the dry 
white sand scattered beneath her feet. 


When the game started, the weapon provided to Saki was a bolt-action rifle. For a frail girl, it 
was an ideal weapon for fighting at a distance. And, this gun also awakened her hidden 


potential. 


However, now she no longer had that rifle. 
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The shore to her right was gently embraced by the quiet tide, ebbing and flowing. The water 
remained transparent. Though Saki didn't have the luxury to look back, she could probably 
see the figures of small fish playing in the shallows. And in the distance ahead, there was a 
cape. Probably more than a kilometer away. The white sandy beach continued before Saki's 
eyes. Then, to her left, extending for a long distance... 


When she got into a close-quarters battle with an enemy whose number she didn't even 
know, she struggled and accidentally dropped the gun into the ravine. If she had it, the 
situation would have been completely different. 


Suddenly sensing a change, Saki threw herself to the right. Spraying water, she collapsed 
onto the shore. A sand cloud rose where Saki had been before. In a corner of the push to 

her left, something clearly emitted a sharp light. Endowed with exceptional dynamic vision, 
Saki's eyes captured it, and she instinctively moved. 


That is a rifle. Someone from her class, a former friend of Saki's. 


He was not particularly confident and certainly couldn't match up to the boys. The fact that 
Saki was supplied with a bolt-action rifle seemed like fate. The rules of the BR game were 
simple: the participant who killed everyone else would be the winner. Those who tried to 
escape the game or hide in forbidden places would have their lives taken by the bomb 
attached to an unremovable collar. Of course, participants had inherent differences in 
physical and intellectual abilities, but luck played another role. The type of weapon given to 
each participant was entirely unpredictable. Those lucky enough would receive a weapon 
suitable for themselves. 


Saki Sakurai, a third-year junior high school student, was forcibly enrolled in the BR game. 
The game was set on an unknown southern island. There was not a soul on the island. 


What Saki obtained was a rifle suitable for long-range sniping. When the game began, Saki 
immediately fled into the bushes at the center of the island, diligently hiding herself while 
paying attention to the changing restricted zones. Up until then, Saki had been a member of 
the girls' softball team, earning praise as a slugging hitter with an outstanding batting 
average for a middle school girl. However, her strengths, including physical power, were 
rather typical. 

The rifle became Saki's new arm, her new eyes. 


However, that rifle is no longer with her. 


Initially, it was the fear of being targeted. But when she tried aiming the rifle and looked 
through the sight at the end of the barrel, a miracle happened. 


Saki pushed herself up using her right elbow. She called out the man's name. 


Saki's eyes could accurately capture moving targets in the distance, and in the next moment, 
she could intuitively judge how the target would move. Saki was a natural sniper. 
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EPISODE 12 


"| can hear you, Makoto. | admit defeat. When you took an overwhelmingly advantageous 
position, the match was decided. There's no winning for me when I'm completely restrained. 
The raised voice was absorbed by the spreading blue sky, the sea, and the bushes in front 
of her. Did it reach him? However, there was no time for contemplation. 


Hiding in the foliage, Saki focused on conserving energy, waiting for the number of enemies 
to decrease through the ongoing killings. The 8mm Kurtz bullets were not infinite. 

Of course, firing the gun increased the likelihood of revealing her location to other enemies. 
Holding her breath within the bushes, Saki focused her mind on the approaching enemy. 
Strangely, she didn't feel hungry when holding the gun. It was as if the rifle had become a 
part of her. Saki encountered the rifle and was reborn as a completely different creature. 


"You know, | hate pain. If you're going to do it, | want you to kill me quickly. It seems like you 
want to settle the score with a gunfight, but... I'm sorry. | can't trust your shooting skills. You'll 
probably shoot me multiple times before | die. | don't want to be torn to shreds like that; it's 
something | dislike." 


There was no guarantee that the threat had disappeared. Maybe her presence in the bushes 
had turned into a prohibited zone. 


The killing intent subsided. Perhaps they were pondering Saki's words. It might be time to 
continue. 

There was no response. Instead, a water column rose a few feet in front of Saki. Was that 
Makoto's answer? Saki continued to shout. 


"So, | want you to kill me in a way that won't cause too much suffering in the end. A single 
blow to the head, wouldn't that be instantaneous?" 


"What's your aim?" 


"Well, you missed, didn't you? | know it. You're farsighted. Aiming a pistol must be painful for 
you. Ideally, you want to get closer and finish me off, right?" 


An emotionless voice was thrown at her. Closer than she thought. While listening to Saki's 
words, they might be steadily advancing. 


That's right. In middle school, Makoto Igawa was a member of the game club, an 
inconspicuous boy. He might be accustomed to staring at a liquid crystal display, but he likely 
wasn't used to keeping his focus on the sight. Additionally, Makoto must have another 
reason to want to get closer. 


"| don't have any specific aim. I'm just tired. Tired of poking around in someone's stomach 
like this, taking advantage of surprises, and killing each other. Aren't you the same? I've 
killed many. Even if | manage to survive and return, | feel like | won't be able to go back to 
my old self. So, I'm done." 
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"Of course, we could keep clinging to this stalemate. But a lot of time has passed since the 
game began. The three-day time limit is almost up. Even this beach might not remain a 
prohibited zone forever. There is always a chance that Makoto Igawa was doing something 
in the game club room until late into the night. On the one occasion when we became 
members of the cultural festival preparation committee and went home together, he was 
unusually silent, as if searching for a way to bring up something difficult. 


Suddenly, Saki stood up. She discarded the vest laden with equipment, tossing it aside. 
Swiftly, she unbuttoned her upper garment and pulled off the sleeves. Removing the belt 
from her pants, she took them off from both legs. What remained were only a sports bra and 
shorts, a white nakedness under the sunlight reflecting off the waves. In these three days, 
her skin had not been exposed to the outside air, let alone bathing. 


There was no reason for Makoto to deliver the finishing blow through the scope. If he were to 
finish her off, he would undoubtedly approach and stab her with his own hands. 


She threw the discarded items far towards the sandy shore, then Saki raised her voice 
again. Holding her breath, she turned around. Hastily unhooking the clasp of her bra on her 
back, she turned back. Discarding the bra, she followed suit. Next, the shorts. She pulled 
them off without looking down and kicked them away. 


"Look! Just as you can see, | don't have any weapons left. So, | can't do anything anymore. 
Please, don't miss this chance. End it quickly!" 


She was naked. The reflection of the tropical sea was illuminating every curve of her body. 
(Feels like something out of an erotic magazine.) 

Time passed without Makoto saying anything. However, Saki could sense Makoto's gaze 
intensely fixed on her body. He must be watching—Saki knew. Makoto had secretly harbored 
feelings for her. The memories of him silently waiting for her when she stayed late for club 
activities crossed her mind. However, there was no time to dwell on those thoughts. 


"Uooooooco!" 


It was Makoto. He embraced Saki tightly, his arms filled with strength. Saki's right hand slid 
into his hair, using only the wrist to release something. He caught it with his left hand. 


"Makoto-kun..." 
While someone, shouting loudly as if strangling a throat, leaped out of the bushes. Wearing 
vines wrapped around various parts of his body, the man had an unusual appearance 


resembling a guerrilla from a movie, with mud smeared on his face. 


"I've had enough." 
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Saki threw herself onto the sandy beach. Grasping the wire she had hidden in her hair with 
both hands, she wrapped it around Makoto's neck. Without a moment's hesitation, she 
exerted all her strength, pulling it tight with both arms. 


"If that's the case, then die for me!" 


Makoto, momentarily paused, quickly pounced on Saki. He pressed the Tokarev he held in 
his right hand against Saki's temple. 


Chills ran down her spine, a sense of destruction. The glaring sunlight scorched Saki's body. 
Lethargy. Overwhelming lethargy. Not only that, but she felt a tingling pain somewhere in her 
chest. 

The coiled wire was no ordinary steel wire. It was a sharply honed assassination weapon 
designed to cut the throat of the one it coiled around. Saki had taken it from an opponent she 
had killed. This was the last weapon left to her. 

"I've had enough—" 

Emotion returned to Makoto's voice. 


"Saki-chan! I've always—" 


Makoto's eyes widened, and a thick tongue darted out from his bird-like, pointed lips. Without 
the composure to hold the Tokarev in his hand, both hands scratched frantically at his neck. 


The right hand of Makoto, which had been pressed against his temple, released, and Saki 
rose. A headless body rolled over. 


Of course, Saki wouldn't let go. Between her hands, you could see blood starting to drip from 
Makoto's neck. 


Makoto's head was facing this way. 

"I'm not myself anymore." 

Reaching out, she turned it the other way. 

"Sorry." 

Those words were swallowed up in the glaringly blue sky. 

She tightened her grip at once. The steel wire first bit into both sides of the neck, injuring the 
major veins. Then the Adam's apple was cleanly severed, and the wire burrowed into the 


neck. The skin bulged, and blood gushed out violently. There was a solid resistance as the 
wire caught the vertebrae. 


kW 


™Kufuuuuu*. 
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Before the lunch bell rang, there was time to dive into the sea to cleanse her body. She 
washed away the blood released from Makoto and other classmates' bodies. And her own 
blood that flowed from her wounds. 


A sound of tire deflation, like a sudden exhaustion. Makoto's eyeballs flipped unexpectedly, 
then his head dropped forward with a *thud’*. It hit Saki's forehead with a *thump’*. The next 
moment, her vision was obscured. The gushing blood struck Saki's face directly. Makoto's 
head had fallen. 


The one who came on the lunch break was the homeroom teacher Watanabe. Wearing the 
familiar gym jersey, Watanabe lifted the exhausted Saki's waist, inviting her to the mainland's 
harbor as if welcoming a lady to a dinner party. 


Blood gushed out repeatedly, and each time Makoto's body, which had fallen on Saki, 
trembled. Pushing it aside, 


At the harbor, what awaited her was a vast array of news cameras and an unending barrage 
of questions. After saluting the national flag one last time, the soldiers finally removed Saki's 
collar (*snip snip*). Embracing the dazed Saki, Watanabe led her outside the tent. 


It was a torrent of flashing lights. The microphones thrust forward, ignoring the soldiers 
flanking both sides. However, even if asked for impressions of surviving, Saki had no words 
to respond. Everything had been washed away on that sandy beach. 


"Now, Sakurai. Shall we go to the hotel? Your family is eagerly awaiting your return," said 
someone. Those words seemed to flip a switch. 


She couldn't believe that there was still something meaningful left within her. 
Family — her father and younger brother, Haruya. 


Saki's mother had left the family early on, and the father, the sole male figure, raised the 
siblings. Clumsily managing both work and household chores, he never showed an ugly 
adult face to Saki and her brother. Haruya, three years younger, adored Saki like a puppy. 


Three days ago, in the morning, Saki left the house to participate in the school's field trip. 
She was then abducted along with the bus and taken to the BR venue. The words thrown at 
them as they left the front door still echoed in her ears. 


Along with Watanabe, she was welcomed into the camp tent. Names, school names, and 
class names were called out, and photos were taken. She was told to lift her tired face (a 
snap), handed a certificate resembling those received at graduation by adults in suits (a 
snap), and then received an overwhelming amount of flowers from children who seemed to 
be local elementary school students (a snap). Next was the singing of the school song. Of 
course, Saki was the only one singing. When Saki remained silent with her mouth closed, 
Watanabe sang the full chorus in her place (a snap). Then everyone stood in an upright 
position and sang the national anthem together (a snap). 
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There was still something left deep inside behind those sounds. 

Saki spoke. 

Watanabe, at the driver's seat, turned around. 

- Big sister, are you really leaving? Will you come back in three days? Make sure to bring me 
some souvenirs, okay? 

- Saki, be careful on your journey. Have fun and come back safely. 

"Oh, you spoke for the first time. Well, you see, it's not just Saki's parents who are at the 
hotel. The parents of everyone else in the class have also crowded in. Although, we tried to 


keep it under wraps, things like this tend to leak out quickly..." 


Yes, Saki has returned. But it's different from when she parted ways with the two; she has 
become something else. 


(| am no longer who | used to be. ) 
Everyone else in the class. 
Saki heard her own voice in her head. She shook her head as if to negate it. 


It's as if they are still alive. Everyone else. Surviving me and everyone else. Only | have 
survived. Turning into a completely different creature. 


Only | have survived. 

(| am a monster.) 

The wagon carrying Saki raced along the seaside road and arrived in front of a large hotel. It 
seemed to be a hotel for tourists enjoying the beach resort. The car bypassed the hotel's 
main entrance and stopped in front of a quiet side entrance. 


Without reaching for the car door and with lips tightly pressed, 


"Why the back entrance?" 
Worried about the silent Saki, Watanabe quickly started a conversation. 


"Even if you say that, it's a problem. Your family is eagerly waiting in the room. We decided 
that bathing should come after the emotional reunion..." 


"Is the teacher staying in this hotel?" 
"No, we teachers are staying in a cheaper business hotel. With three nights' worth, we have 


to cut the budget." 


"| want to go to the teacher's hotel. Does the teacher's room have a bath?" 
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"But really, Sakurai surviving is surprising. No, it's a pleasantly surprising thing for the 
teacher. Well, all students are cute, but Sakurai was exceptional. Doing the class committee 
job well, working hard in the club, and having a good attitude in daily life, it's clear that a child 
like that is dependable in times of need. This way, it should be fine in the real world too. 
Teacher gives a stamp of approval." 


"Y-yes, of course, but Sakurai, you..." 

"Teacher." 

Watanabe cut off his words and looked at Saki's face. Saki placed both hands on top of 
Watanabe's left hand, which was on the steering wheel, and pressed her cheek against his 
shoulder. 


"| want to take a bath... Please, | haven't stopped trembling since | left the island..." 
"T-then, let's hurry to the hotel. Of course, there's hot water waiting in the room." 
Watanabe swallowed hard. 


"| got dirty with everyone's blood. | don't want to meet my family with a dirty body. | want to 
meet my father and Haruya with a clean body." 


Several hours later, in a room at a business hotel, Mr. Watanabe was found dead, naked. He 
had been bludgeoned with an ashtray by someone else in the room. Mr. Watanabe's car was 
missing from the scene, and some of his clothes were also gone. Emergency measures 
were immediately taken, and all roads from the hotel to the neighboring city were closed. 
However, Sakurai Saki had already vanished without a trace. 


Clothing left in the room—camouflage attire distributed to participants of the BR 

game— indicated a high possibility that the winner of this BR game was Sakurai Saki. While 
arrangements were made to check her home and relatives' residences as expected 
locations, Sakurai Saki did not appear at any of these places, contrary to predictions. In just 
a few days, Sakurai Saki had vanished from this world. 


Late that night, Yoshimi Shinjo, a vocational school teacher living in a one-room apartment 
for singles in the capital's | district, was awakened by a tapping sound on the balcony 
window. Still half-asleep, he turned on the room light, and... 


"It's me, Yocchan!" 


The reason why Mr. Watanabe invited Sakurai Saki into his room was not clear. However, 
given that Mr. Watanabe was found dead in the nude and hair believed to be Sakurai Saki's 
was found in the bathtub of the unit bath, it was speculated that there might have been some 
trouble related to sexual activity between them. It is likely that Sakurai, in a state of shock 
and mental disarray after the end of the game, was taken in by Mr. Watanabe, who then 
attempted a sexual prank. Perhaps impulsively, Sakurai might have fatally assaulted Mr. 
Watanabe and attempted to flee. 


125 


Outside the window, wearing a baggy tracksuit, there was the figure of Sakurai Saki, 
supporting the judgment of the police authorities, parked at the hotel. 


The reason why Sakurai Saki had been indifferent to this was because of the presence of 
Yoshimi Shinjo. Shinjo was different from the "boys." He could explain to Sakurai what was 
written in the daily newspaper. While it was just a simple explanation suitable for prime-time 
television viewers by media commentary committee members, it was enough to gain the 
respect of the fourteen-year-old. 


Yoshimi Shinjo had been a tutor during the summer sessions of the cram school Sakurai 
Saki attended in her second year of junior high. They didn't have a conspicuous 
relationship—they had barely been on a few dates in the past year—so Shinjo was not 
marked by the authorities as one of Sakurai Saki's stopping points. 


Furthermore, Shinjo's one-room apartment in the | district was rented from his relatives, 
which was one of the reasons it wasn't investigated. 


Shinjo welcomed Sakurai into the room and told her to use the bathroom. 

Having left, she went out somewhere. Since all her clothes were left in the business hotel 
room where she killed Watanabe, Sakurai was naked under the tracksuit. She filled the 
bathtub with water, enjoying the scent of Shinjo, and immersed herself while taking a hot 
shower from head to toe. Finally, Sakurai could slowly close her eyes. The back of her eyes 
hurt. Since leaving the island, all her senses had been tense, especially her vision. 


Sakurai realized that she was talking to herself, but she didn't stop speaking. 


When she exited the bathroom, Shinjo had returned. He handed Sakurai a convenience 
store beer bag, and said, "You're just wrapped in a towel." 


The first murder, the second murder, and then the next murder... Surprisingly, pain did not 
revive. As if explaining the scenes projected on the screen in front of her, Sakurai could 


smoothly articulate her words. 


"Saki-chan, is M size okay for you? | couldn't get underwear, so | hope you can endure with 
the men's S size... Let's go buy some tomorrow, okay?" 


"Yeah..." 


As the conversation touched on the details of the last murder - the killing of Makoto Igawa - 
Shinjo subtly shifted in his seat. 


(I can't believe it myself.) 
While carefully choosing her words as she spoke, Sakurai internally sighed with relief. 
Although what Shinjo had prepared was just regular T-shirts and sweatshirts, even having 


such clothes that weren't permeated with the smell of sweat felt comforting. 


(I, like an unforgiving beast, hunted and killed my classmates.) 
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However, the words didn't stop. After finishing recounting everything, Saki couldn't bring 
herself to look at Shinjo's face and instead lowered her gaze to the mug in her hands. She 
couldn't be sure if Shinjo would truly understand everything. 


While having a simple meal with things from the refrigerator, Saki spoke about the events of 
the past three days. At first, Shinjo listened while moving his chopsticks, but eventually, his 
right hand rested on his knee. He was intensely focused, scanning the surroundings for any 
signs of movement. 


For those who hadn't been present at the scene of slaughter, how could they truly 
understand? She just wanted someone to talk to about it. She wanted to let it all out just 
once. She believed Shinjo, at least, would silently listen, and that's why she had come all the 
way here. 


After a long silence, Shinjo spoke. 
"You've been through a very tough time." 


"What are you planning to do from now on, Saki?" After finishing breakfast, Shinjo, who had 
settled down, inquired. There was no particular plan. Over the past three days, she had used 
her head extensively to survive. Perhaps it was the recoil, but no matter what she tried to 
think about, it didn't last, and there was a feeling of tension in her emotions. 


"| don't know. But | don't think | can go back home anymore." 


Then, he quietly stood up and came around behind Saki. He lowered himself, bringing Saki's 
back snug against his chest. His arms wrapped around Saki's shoulders over the checkered 
shirt. Saki was staring at the mug. Shinjo continued to hold her for a long time. Then he 
suggested they go to sleep and laid out a mat for her. 

Saki lay on the futon, but sleep never came. Instead, through the darkness of the room, the 
sound of the wind and the faint light of the moonlit night leaked through the window. 


"Yeah, that's right. Saki-chan's - well, the incident you were involved in was even on the 
morning news. They're searching for you as a key witness, mentioning that since you're a 
minor, your name hasn't been revealed. Of course, based on what | heard, you could claim 
self-defense. Regardless of the actual situation, just the fact that you brought a minor into 
your room, at that point, even if there were good intentions, there's no avoiding that it could 
be perceived differently. | don't intend to turn myself in to the police." 


"Not now..." 
| won't be able to muster the intention to throw myself into that foolish and questionable 
police force, which praised me for slaughtering my classmates and even raised the national 


flag. That much is out of the question for me. 


Since his enrollment at a private university, Shinjo Yoshimi had been a member of a circle 
known as the "Study Group." In this circle that boasted inter-college exchanges, those 
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interested were encouraged to participate in more in-depth study sessions. The promise was 
that by joining, one could see a deeper truth about themselves that had previously been 
hidden. Intrigued by this enticing pitch, Shinjo decided to participate in the study group 
during the summer of his second year in college. 


"But you can't keep running around alone forever, right? You don't have any money at all. Of 
course, you're welcome to stay with me for as long as you need." 


"That's impossible. Yocchan has nothing to do with this, and | can't rely on you to that 
extent." 


It was a kind of ideological group disguised as a university circle. While some considered it 
somewhat like a new religious movement due to its emphasis on self-improvement, its usual 
activities were devoid of any overtly religious aspects. Members received lectures from 
instructors sent by the higher organization. The content mainly focused on analyzing the 
structure of contemporary society. 


"Of course, there are limits to what | can do. | can't hide you forever. My abilities alone have 
their limits. So, there's something | want you to consider..." 


He explained it in an easy-to-understand manner. Without much awareness of the issues, 
Shinjo had fallen into it while leading an ordinary university life. Before he knew it, he 
became an active member of the circle, with connections to the higher organization. After 
graduating from university, he chose not to join a regular company but instead became a 
cram school teacher, maintaining a flexible position. 

With the observational eye that had already become a habit, Saki noticed that there was 
something hidden in this room. Another thing that caught her attention was the large man 
standing in the corner of the room. The man had his hands in the coat pockets, standing with 
half-closed eyes fixed on Saki. Leaving the talking to others, the man remained silent, but 
Saki felt his gaze on her all along. 


"| have information about the Battle Royale (BR) game that took place on T Island in W 
Prefecture. The winner is Saki Sakurai. Is that your name?" 


Shinjo explained that the higher organization had information and that they should be able to 
shelter Saki. He mentioned that there are sections within the organization that oppose the 
BR law, so they should understand victims of BR games like Saki. The man sitting in the 
center of the room spoke. 


"Yes." 
"What weapon did you use?" 
"A rifle. One with a lever to load bullets like this." 


The place Shinjo brought her to was a corner of densely packed low-rise buildings in the S 


district, and the location seemed to be the contact point for the organization. There, Saki was 
introduced to members of the organization. 
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When Saki mimicked the action with her hands, the man sitting nodded. They were men in 
dull-colored work clothes. 


"Bolt-action, huh? If you can get a firearm suitable for long-range combat, it's definitely an 
advantage. You were lucky." 


After several weeks of what could be described as near-confinement for "reeducation,” Saki 
was summoned back to that building for further training. 


"Thank you." 

Shooting training. 

Saki understood perfectly well what that meant. When Saki nodded slightly, the man waved 
his hands and pointed to Shinjo, saying, 

"It's training to shoot someone again." 

Shinjo had confronted the branch chief (the man who had sat in the chair the other day). 

"| didn't bring Saki here for that kind of thing. I'm trying to provide legitimate protection for 
victims of the BR law..." 

"Fine, Shinjo-kun. Let's hide Sakurai-kun. But there are conditions. She needs reeducation. 
Just because she's fifteen doesn't guarantee she's not an S for the police. We can confirm 
that during the reeducation period. You'll be her tutor." 

"Protection is protection, but duty is duty." 

"Well, |, or rather, I..." 


The branch chief responded coldly. 


"It would be dangerous for anyone other than you to make contact. The tutor needs to be 
with the subject around the clock. Or would it be better to leave it to someone else?" 


"Each member of the organization has a role. It's not just about legal activities. Sometimes, 
it's necessary to get involved in illegal destructive activities. Fortunately, after the BR game 
experience, we know she has talent in that area. Everyone should work for the organization 
in a way that suits them. Kazama is in charge of training." 

The man smiled, revealing his teeth. 

"Unlike the bolt-action type, it allows for loading with a single movement of one hand. The 
ammunition used is a 7.62mm caliber with a length of fifty-four millimeters. It can hold up to 


ten rounds." 


Kazama spoke for the first time. 
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EPISODE 13 


The Dragunov handed to her was surprisingly heavy, but there was no issue with Sakis 
holding it. Instead, it felt as if it were already a part of her body, fitting comfortably in her 
hands. 


Introduced by the branch manager, the large man who had been standing in the corner of 
the room during their first meeting was now revealed to be named Soshi Kazama. Without 
uttering a word, Kazama shook Saki's hand and then gave a hearty pat on New Shozo's 
shoulder. 


The training began the next day. Kazama, Shozo, and Saki traveled by car to the mountains 
of G Prefecture, where they set up camp in the forest. There was an abandoned mountain 
hut on a plateau in the mountains, and it served as the base for their training. 


"Be very careful with handling it. A rifle isn't something you can simply replace with another if 
it breaks. Using a gun you're familiar with should contribute to your self-defense. Take good 
care of it, and make it feel natural in your hands." 


On the first day of training, Kazama handed Saki a rifle. 


The training began with aiming through the sight to capture the target. Although she had 
already experienced it in the game, Saki knew that bullets never travel in a straight line. 
Following the laws of gravity, they fall in a parabolic trajectory, and when wind is added... 


"The Dragunov. A semi-automatic rifle manufactured by the former Soviet Union. Your 
powerful family and how you perceived the deception in being there, blah, blah." Saki 
listened silently to these details. 


"If you don't account for this, bullets can also be swayed horizontally. At first, they drilled the 
laws into me using simulators. But, in the end, you have to learn it through experience," said 
Kazama. 


One evening, unconsciously, as Saki listened to Shinozuka's story, she reached out to the 
Dragunov. She was concerned that perhaps the maintenance was inadequate. After 
confirming the feel of the Dragunov and placing it back on the stand, Shinozuka stared at 
Saki with a pale face. 


"Can't you let go of that gun even for a moment, Saki? | was talking to you just now." 
"I'm sorry... | got distracted thinking about the Dragunov's maintenance." 


The time spent with Shinozuka during the day had decreased. During daylight, they went 
outdoors for training, and after the sun set, they engaged in gun maintenance and received 
lessons on shooting theory. The only time Shinozuka and Saki met was during the dinner 
they shared with Kazama. After eating, they each returned to their rooms to rest. Every 
night, Shinozuka visited Saki's room, spending time there until bedtime. 
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"Lately, it's always like this. Every time you speak, it's always about training with Kazama. 
Where did the usual you go?" 

"I'm sorry." 

"| don't want you to apologize. You... you've become someone who, even though we're 
together, seems to be in a different world." 


Despite Shinozuka's attempt to steer the conversation towards personal matters, the content 
of their discussions remained skewed. Saki didn't want to talk about the organization again. 
However, in the realm of her private life, having abandoned family and friends, there was 
nothing she felt compelled to share. Eventually, Shinozuka found himself opening up about 
his own experiences. 


"What do you think of me?" 
Her withdrawing finger was cautious not to get hurt in the process. Stiffness formed in her 
back, and it didn't fade away. 


"Of course, I'm very grateful. If it weren't for you, | would be..." 
"| don't want your gratitude. Do you... do you not love me?" 


From that day on, every night, Shinozuka began visiting Saki's room, expressing words of 
love. Straying away from his original mission, there was nothing else for Shinozuka to do in 
this mountain cabin but contribute to Saki's education. It seemed that this situation was 
causing him frustration. Perhaps he was finding some relief by venting his feelings to Saki. 


"At fifteen, | couldn't believe that | could truly love someone. Especially after what happened, 
| felt | had no right to have the qualification to love another person. 


Saki never once rejected Shinozuka's visits. 

"| love you!" Shinozuka's hands pressed on Saki's shoulders. 
White, elegant hands, Saki thought. 

However, she never uttered the word ‘love' herself. 

But those hands had never taken a life. 


A few days later during training, Saki made a mistake in a simple shot. In the following shots, 
the bullets went astray. 


‘lam different. My hands are tainted.’ 

"Look at the sight," Kazama said. 

In haste, Saki adjusted the rifle. The distance calculation to the target was wrong. Trying to 
fix it quickly, she was pulled in, and her lips were forcefully taken. Slowly relaxing, she 


surrendered to Shinozuka's embrace, but she didn't forget to keep her right hand stretched 
out into the air. 
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Suppressing Saki, Kazama understood well that Shinozuka was furious. Shinozuka's face 
turned towards them, staring with angry eyes. 


"That's enough for today," Kazama said. 


It wasn't anger; no, it was different. Those were eyes of pleading. Eyes appealing to Saki for 
something. Saki closed her eyes, rejecting that gaze. 


While walking back to the bungalow, Kazama asked Saki just one question. It was unusual 
for him, as he rarely spoke about anything other than guns. 


"Do you still need Shinozuka's help?" 
That was all. Saki, looking down, answered that question in silence. 


Kazama threw Shinozuka's bag away. As Shinozuka moved in response to his anger, an 
automatic pistol appeared in Kazama's hand almost magically. The barrel was aimed at 
Shinozuka's abdomen. Saki understood that if Kazama applied a bit more pressure to the 
trigger, flames would spout from the barrel. 


Shinozuka looked at Saki once more, then picked up the bag at his feet and began walking 
away with his back turned. Saki continued to stand there until his figure was no longer 
visible. 


When Kazama returned to the bungalow, he entered Shinozuka's room, packed his 
belongings, and filled Shinozuka's bag with them. Carrying the bag, he left the bungalow and 
sat down at the entrance, waiting. 

When Saki noticed this, Kazama waved his hand, indicating that she should go inside the 
entrance. 


After that, days of training continued with only Kazama and Saki. The mountain weather was 
changeable, and the wind direction shifted frequently in the crowded surroundings. After 
about half an hour, Shinozuka returned. Kazama stood up and spoke to him about 
something. The scene changed quickly, resembling the bustling of manipulated individuals. 
Despite these unfavorable conditions, Saki continued to learn from Kazama's skills. 


Even though Saki had recently joined the organization, she understood the meaning behind 
those words. Rebels against the organization were simply erased. 


"Can't we do something to help Mr. Shinozuka?" Saki asked. 

Kazama made no attempt to interfere once the training was over. He took Shinozuka to his 
room, and afterward, he didn't come out until morning. Saki could go to bed early in those 

instances. 

"He repeatedly engaged in criticism activities, causing significant cracks within Ketto. With 


increased surveillance from public security, this could lead to fatal consequences. Sakurai 
Saki, there are suspicions of rebellion against you as well." 
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"Me? What did | do? | only shot a gun in these mountains." 

Kazama had not commented on Saki's shooting at all. He neither praised nor criticized. He 
just set a number of shots for Saki to take, recording the results impassively. When 
ammunition became scarce, they would drive down the mountain. There seemed to be a 
supply depot somewhere, as they always returned with a full load. This happened every few 
weeks. 


"Your tutor is Shinozuka, right? Shinozuka might have instilled reactionary thoughts in you 
during the reeducation process." 


With that statement, Shigaki closed his mouth. 
(That's baseless accusation.) 


For the first time in a while, a feeling of anger welled up. Just as it was about to erupt, 
Kazama intervened. 


One day, there was a visitor to the bungalow. It was a man named Shigaki from the branch. 
Shigaki, huddled against the mountain wind, informed them that Shinozuka Yoshimi had 
been decided to be summarily dealt with for rebellious actions. 

"What should | do to show loyalty to the organization?" 

"Summary..." 

"To demonstrate loyalty, you have to take action." 

"Shoot a gun, you mean?" 

"Shoot people," Shigaki said. "Government pigs." 

If Kazama said that, it meant a well-thought-out plan was in place. Leaving Shigaki in the 
car, Kazama and Saki infiltrated the condominium premises. At 7:45 AM, a few minutes later, 
the target would appear at the designated point. 

"Go." 

Prompted by Kazama, Saki started running. 

The ultra-high-rise condominium belonged to the waterfront district of Capital Zone M. The 
target commuted from there to the government office every morning. Exiting the 
condominium entrance and covering the several meters to the automatic gate, the target 


was completely defenseless. That was the moment to take the shot. 


With the first shot piercing the target's waist, stopping their movement, Saki followed up with 
the second shot, hitting the right side of the head and efficiently ending their life. Running 
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back to Kazama's position, she began sprinting within the premises, urged on by him. There 
was no sign of the Special Police (SP) who were supposed to be stationed around. They had 
been neutralized by Kazama. 


Unlike shooting from a fixed sniper position, Saki had an extremely short time to stay at the 
sniper point. She had only a few seconds to rush to the spot, squeeze the trigger, and take 
down the target. Moreover, she had to consider an escape from there. 


Reaching the 4WD parked on the roadside, Kazama instructed Saki to get in the rear seat, 
while he slid into the passenger seat after opening the door. 


The courtyard of the condominium was surrounded by a high fence, and escape routes were 
limited. However, Kazama said, 


"How did it go...?" 
"I'll secure the escape route. Don't worry about what comes next." 


From this position, the shot to Shigaki's abdomen should have caused fatal damage. 
Shigaki's words, which were about to be spoken, came to a halt. A Glock, held in Kazama's 
right hand, was pointed at Shigaki's left side. 


Groaning in pain, Shigaki started the van. They traveled through the city heading north. 
"I've completely neutralized the target. Your job is to guide Sakura to NewSho's location." 
"That's different from the branch chief's instructions. I've been told to take you guys to Point 


B." 


The location they arrived at was a warehouse on the bank of River A, on the northern 
outskirts of the capital. Similar warehouses were scattered around the area. 


Putting on his geta, Kazama used his free left hand to grab Shigaki's left hand. Untangling 
the fingers gripping the steering wheel, he bent the little finger in the opposite direction. 
Shigaki, using his right hand to hold down the little finger, screamed in agony. 

"What are you doing!" 

As Shigaki stopped the car and turned off the engine, Kazama shot through Shigaki's chest. 
Despite wearing a seatbelt, Shigaki's body burst to the right inside the car and collided with 
the window. 


"Get out." 


"| hate chitchat. The destination is NewSho's captivity location. Keep an eye on Shigaki while 
driving." 


Saki got out of the car with Dragunov in her arms. Kazama followed behind. As they faced 


the warehouse, Kazama made Saki assume a position with Dragunov, while he clung to the 
sliding door and pulled it open. 
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The last words were thrown at Saki, who was in the back seat. Hastily, the muzzle of 
Dragunov was pressed against the center of the front seat. Even if fired through the 
thickness of the seat, Wind suppressed Saki trying to move inside and, instructing her to 
monitor the rear, went inside. 

In just a few seconds, Wind returned. He shook his head towards Saki. 

With that gesture alone, Saki understood. 

NewSho had been killed. 

"| didn't save you. | was the one who got you to help me. I've known for a while that the 
Organization operates this way. They still cling to their old ways. | was waiting for an 
opportunity to escape. Your instructor was the perfect chance. If I'm going to escape, | want 
to do it with a skilled person." 

Dizziness accompanied by heavy fatigue overwhelmed Saki. 


Having finished his inspection, Wind turned his piercing gaze back to Saki. 


"So you never intended to let me live from the start. | was just a hostage to make me carry 
out that sniper shot." 


It meant she had been a hostage. 


"The one who ordered NewSho's killing was probably that branch chief. If you want to 
avenge him..." 


"| don't need your advice." 
"Is that so?" 


An indescribable anger welled up. Counting to calm himself, he waited until the anger 
subsided and then called out to Wind's back. 


His finger pointed at the closed door. 

"Shall we mourn NewSho?" 

"But why did you save me? Why..." 

Holding the Glock and scanning the surroundings, Wind spoke. 


Saki shook her head. Because she's alive, she's a person. A corpse is just an object. Saki 
learned that all too well in the arena of that BR game. 


"What do we do now?" 
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"We run. | know how to escape." 

Inside the gun shop, a license issued by the S Prefectural Police was displayed. In the 
locked display case on the wall were only bolt-action rifles and shotguns. Automatic rifles, 
with no purpose other than as instruments of slaughter, were not allowed for civilian 
possession in this country. 


Behind the counter were two men: a middle-aged man with thinning hair slicked back, and a 
young man with a friendly smile on his conspicuously droopy face. 


"Welcome." 

The man with droopy eyes called out, "Imakire, can you check outside for a moment?" 

The gun shop was located in A City, a bit away from the center of S Prefecture. After stealing 
a car by the A River and crossing the bridge, Kazama and Saki had made their way north on 


the national highway to A City. 


Under the sign that read "Ushizaki Gun Shop," there was a door with a meshed glass. 
Kazama pushed it open and entered. Saki followed. 


The man with slicked-back hair called out. The younger man, passing through the small door 
under the counter, came out to this side, slipping past Kazama and Saki. He headed towards 
the doorway and opened the door to go outside. 

"It's unusual to see someone new." 

On the right side of the store, there was a showcase, and beyond that was a booth where 
the staff was located. There used to be the organization's H Point at the end of the wall, but | 
neutralized it. You can see that from today's news about the Ta faction." 

"Is it related to a woman?" 

To Ushizaki's question, Kazama shrugged his shoulders. 

The man with slicked-back hair looked at Saki with a wary look. Judging from the permit 
displayed on the wall, this man was likely the owner, Ushizaki. Ushizaki casually rested his 
chin on his hand on the counter and stared at the two. 


"This one's in the same business. He's young, but he's got potential." 


"Why did you come here? If you're talking about across the A River, this is the closest place. 
You'll get caught soon." 


Suddenly, thoughts of the Dragunov left in the car came to Kazama's mind. Even though 


Kazama had told Saki not to bring the gun, being with this unfamiliar man triggered danger 
signals throughout his body. 
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Kazama had his right hand in the pocket of his coat, gripping a Glock. 
Kazama shrugged again. "You can sell me 7.62mm bullets, right?" 
"Well, it's business... But?" 

"For now, give me ten cartons. I'll wait in the car." 

"Newcomer, huh? Or should | say, a newcomer?" 

"And?" 

"We both left. Now, both of us are free." 


Outside the shop, that young man was wandering around. He had his right hand in the apron 
pocket and was whistling a tune that Saki didn't recognize. 


A surprised expression appeared on Ushizaki's face, and he stopped resting his chin. He 
subtly showed his right hand, revealing that he, too, had a gun. 


"Are you serious?" 


Ignoring that, Kazama opened the hatchback of the car and retrieved the Dragunov that was 
stored there. He handed it to Saki in the front passenger seat. 


In a direct manner, he inquired, "Keep it." 

"Should | put it in the back?" 

"Hey, are those people okay...?" 

"The hatchback is unlocked. Do it that way for me." 

Cutting off Saki, who was about to speak, Kazama opened the door and got in. 

He half-opened the driver's side window and kept a close watch on the entrance of the store. 
He held Saki's hand, which was holding the Dragunov, and gently guided it down below the 
dashboard. 

Nodding, Kazama returned. When the hatchback opened with a loud bang, Saki jumped 
slightly. They were loading sets of two boxes each. With every box loaded, the car swayed 
slightly. The swaying happened five times. Once it was done, the hatchback closed again, 
and Ima-Kumi returned to the driver's side. 

Saki glared at the dashboard clock. Five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes passed. There 
were no approaching figures near the store, but every time a car passed on the county road 


in front of them, a jolt of electricity ran down Saki's spine. 


"Receipt, please." 
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Saki reached into the window with their left hand and handed a piece of paper to Kazama. 
He nodded, took it, and handed it to Saki. 


Thirty minutes later, the door of Uzaki Firearms opened. Rolling a handcart with his left hand, 
Imakire came out. Imakire, probably spelled as Ima-Kumi. His right hand remained in the 
apron's pocket as usual. 


"Thank you as always. They talked about the incident in M District on the radio. Was that 
your job?" 

"That's none of your business." 

He parked the handcart at the rear of the car, circled around from the right, and came to the 
driver's side. Leaning over from behind at a slight angle. 


When Saki shouted from the passenger seat, Imakire looked surprised and stepped back. 
He grinned and bowed. 


Kazama drove the car. 


"| don't mind if you're armed in the capital, but it's better not to have the rifle visible from 
outside the window. Put it in the case. Can my Glock be fired?" 


Saki nodded. She placed the handgun on the dashboard and stored the Dragunov in its 
case. 


The car continued along the prefectural road, adhering to the speed limit. 


After the car had been driving for a while, Saki finally noticed that Kazama hadn't paid for the 
ammunition. The receipt in her hand was now crumpled. She hastily unfolded it. 


"So, you guys want to sell yourselves to us, is that it?" It wasn't a receipt but a note with an 
address and a name written on it. 


"Read it," Kazama said, keeping his eyes forward. Saki recited the address. 
The man who introduced himself as Sakai looked at the two over the table and said 
conclusively. He had a well-tanned, long face with his hair tied back. Saki felt a certain 


unease in his gaze, but it might be due to poor eyesight, she thought. 


"What's your name?" Kazama remained silent. Sakai continued, "Kou Sakai... is it 
pronounced Sakai?" 


"Early this morning, the Director-General of the National Police Agency was shot dead in 
front of his home in M District," Sakai continued. Kazama nodded. He turned the steering 


wheel sharply, making a right turn. 


"Snipers are scarce, especially the skilled ones. We're a pair on this side," Sakai said, 
looking at Saki. Instead of Kazama, Saki nodded vigorously. Sakai let out a deep breath. 
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The gunshots had struck twice. One hit the abdomen, stopping any movement, and the 
second penetrated the skull, delivering the final blow. The extracted ammunition revealed 
that it was from an old Soviet rifle, leading the police to conclude that it was the work of a 
political group rather than a wide-ranging criminal organization. However, as of now, no 
statement has been issued. 


"All right. From today, you can live here. There's no shortage of skilled snipers around," 
Sakai said, cutting off the conversation and looking alternately at Kazama and Saki. Kazama 
remained silent. 


Then he smiled at Saki. 


"Welcome to the Liberation Front 'Dawn of Asia.’ I'm Sakai Mitsugu, the leader," Sakai said, 
cutting his words short. 


"Both of you, release your hands from the weapons under the table. There's no need to be 
tense anymore," he continued. 


"Strangely enough, around noon, now in a car parked in front of a warehouse on the 
outskirts of K district, the body of aman presumed to be a political organization executive 
was found. The man had been shot in the chest at close range and is believed to have been 
killed by a fellow passenger. As with the previous incident, there's been no claim of 
responsibility for this crime," Sakai said, taking out his glasses and putting them on. 


The two of them shrugged off their hostility, and as they did, a faint sound from outside the 
room could be heard. Multiple footsteps intentionally made loud noises as they departed. 


"Are you planning to transfer with two medals hanging there?" answered Sakai as he slowly 
shrugged his shoulders. 


"We are in a state of readiness here," Sakai said with a smile. 


"Even if it smells a bit strange. That smell, it's the scent of gunpowder. You probably want to 
take a bath, right? Most of the people who come here have traveled a long way, barely 
escaping, you know. Do you want to take a bath? There's also fresh clothes. The sizes 
are..." Sakai said, looking over Sakis entire body without hesitation. 


When the door opened and they stepped outside, a girl was standing in the narrow corridor. 
She seemed to be around the same age as Saki, maybe a bit younger. Saki hesitated for a 
moment as she looked at the girl in a bright red dress. The girl's hair, trimmed to just above 
or below the shoulders, swayed as she stood there. 

"I'm sorry. My spare clothes might be a bit tight for you. Well, it might be a little 
uncomfortable, but it should be fine. By the way, what's your name?" 


The girl quickly turned to face Kazama and smiled. 
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EPISODE 14 


He couldn't help but think about his own hairstyle. He had been in the mountain hut until 
yesterday. Naturally, there wasn't enough for a thorough hair wash, and he had simply tied 
his long hair with a rubber band. 


The girl narrowed her big eyes and smiled. 


"You must be Kazama Sogi, right? A famous sniper in the Anti-BR Law Front. But, you 
probably don't know me. Are we the same age? I'm seventeen. How about you?" 


"Do you want to take a bath?" 
When Saki seemed unsure how to respond, the girl waved her hand and continued. 
"You probably want to take a bath, right?" 


Saki's cheeks involuntarily relaxed. He had thought she was younger, but she turned out to 
be older. She didn't look that way at all. 


"Oh, don't get me wrong. | didn't say you smell bad." She laughed. "I've been smiling. 
Smiling for the first time. I'm Hayata Maki. The 'ki' in 'Itohenki.' | manage this shelter and 
serve as the sysadmin for ‘Asia's Dawn." Nice to meet you. By the way, you've done well to 
make it here. Welcome back." 


Later, after taking a bath and putting on clothes that belonged to Maki, Saki felt like a 
captive. Truly a captive. Maki's words flowed smoothly from her mouth without a pause, 
weaving a rope that bound Saki tightly. It was like being ensnared by a rope crafted from 
those words. 


"Welcome back." 
Those words seemed to press some button inside Saki. Suddenly, her vision blurred, and 
she couldn't see Maki's face anymore. 


"Welcome back." 


It was a phrase she thought she'd never hear again. As they walked down the narrow 
corridor, Maki continued to speak, one topic after another. 


"My father is a professor in the engineering department at W University. Do you know 
Mitsuru? His full name is Mitsuura Hikaru. Well, there's no need to pretend to think about it. 
Generally, that name shouldn't be known to the public." 

Even though it's a well-known name in the field of information engineering, there's no way a 
sixteen-year-old girl would know it. Are you really sixteen? You look much older than me..." 


She cut herself off there. The reason Saki seemed more mature than her age might be 
attributed to past experiences. 
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The building, appearing as a two-story structure from the highway, was, in fact, designed 
with a descending slope at the back, creating a staircase-like structure leading to another 
lower floor. On the bottom floor, there was a small but proper bath. After living in the 
mountains, it was something to be grateful for. 

Oh, | see. Despite being the base for anti-BR law activities, the atmosphere here with Maki is 
surprisingly serene. Maybe she noticed that. She seemed to be a character who cared more 
than her appearance suggested. Come to think of it, she's been talking about herself since 
earlier, but she hasn't mentioned anything about Saki. She's considerate in her own way. 


For the first time, Saki initiated the conversation. 
"Hey, earlier you said ‘welcome back' to me, but what did that mean..." 


"Is your father the leader here?" 
Cutting off her words, Saki stared at Maki. 


Maki stood frozen in the hallway, staring at the slightly open door. The door opened further, 
allowing light from the hallway where Saki and Windam were standing to spill into the room. 


There was someone on the other side of the door. 
"Huh, my dad? No way, my dad is the typical scholar type, not someone who takes charge. 
The leader here is someone named Mikio Mimura. There's no way you'd know that name; it's 


completely an underground alias by now." 


"That person is here too?" 
Saki reflexively took a step back, assuming a defensive posture. 


Maki shook her head. 


However, Maki remained still, not flinching, and continued to gaze at what was beyond the 
door. She spoke slowly. 


"What's wrong? Can't sleep...?" 


"Nah, the leader isn't here. In fact, | don't even know where they are. The only one who 
might know is the deputy leader, Mr. Sakai. Maybe he's overseas right now." 


A five-year-old girl emerged from the other side of the door. She stood at the doorway in a 
slightly disheveled pajama, barefoot. With wide-open eyes, she looked up at Maki. 


Maki knelt down, slowly spreading her arms. 


"In return, I'll stay with you and tell stories until Sayaka falls asleep. I'll tell her favorite 
stories... anything she likes." 


Maki's voice became nasal, and her tone was muffled. She was crying. 
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With a pat, pat sound, the little girl approached Maki, pressing her face against Maki's chest. 
Maki lowered her outstretched arms and gently patted the girl's shoulders in a way that 
wouldn't startle her. 

"What's wrong? Need to go potty? Or maybe you're thirsty?" 

"Mama..." 

"This place, called the ‘Shelter,’ is not only to accept escapees from the BR game like the 
young lady over there but also to hide the children who became orphans after their parents 
were killed by the BR law. It's a haven for them." 


The girl coughed, and Maki's shoulders trembled slightly. 


Kazama and Saki were summoned back to the same room as before, this time sitting in front 
of Sakai and Maki. 


"While | was sleeping, Mama came. She said, 'Welcome, Sayaka-chan." 

Opposing the BR law is considered an act of national treason. In this country's legal system, 
the punishment for national treason is either life imprisonment or the death penalty. 
Probation and pardon are not granted. This is common knowledge among the citizens. 


Maki's voice was muffled, buried in her clothes. "I really thought it was Mama who came..." 


"Yeah, it would have been nice if it were her real mom. I'm sorry; today, only Maki can be 
with you." 


Renza: "Of course, we are following the principles of modern criminal law, seeking the 
concept of joint punishment. Until foster parents are found, this place is like a temporary 
home." 


"So, that's why we say, 'Welcome back' to everyone." "Yes, indeed, until everyone finds a 
real home, this is everyone's home..." 


Joint punishment is not officially recognized. Punishment is not supposed to extend to family 
members and relatives other than the individual directly involved. However, we know that 
close relatives of those who have been punished are placed under government surveillance 
under the guise of correction. Especially children, whether they have close relatives or not, 
are taken to government facilities and raised to prevent the planting of seeds of reactionary 
thinking." 

Perhaps recalling Sayaka's situation, Maki grimaced with a pained expression. 


Leftsea cautiously spoke. 


It was something they already knew, but hearing the truth again made Saki's chest ache. 
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(Is Papa, Hareya, safe’) 


"We make it a point to tell everyone who comes here seeking refuge. This is by no means a 
place to serve as a stepping stone for criminals to escape. Those we care for here are only 
the victims of the BR law. This is a place for those who question the government's 
authoritarian ways, feel anger, and are willing to fight against the BR law. We only accept 
those who are willing to join us in this fight." 


When they fled, they could only think about themselves, but looking back, Saki realized that 
their escape could potentially put the two of them in a dangerous position. 
If only my father, skilled in worldliness, had managed to escape safely... 


"So, in my organization, we shelter and take in the children of families who have become 
victims of the BR law, providing them with foster parents." 


"This place originally belonged to my mother, inherited from my grandfather. A long time ago, 
we built it as a seminar house, but my mother and father started their activities together, and 
it eventually became a facility for "The Dawn of Asia." So, | live here regularly." 


"While adhering to principles is important, it's also crucial to consider the dispersion of risk," 
Windward commented before leaving the seat. 
As if remembering, he added: 


"Engaging a daughter in anti-government activities, are her parents really okay with this? At 
just seventeen, this girl is involved in acts that even pose a threat to her life." 


"What about the children?" 


"Saki here, who is currently with us, might be known to you as the survivor of the recent BR 
game. And I, too, am a survivor of the same BR game, a no-good guy," Windward said in a 
casual tone. 


"Children." 


Quietly opening the door, Windward stepped out. It was the first time Saki heard about his 
past. 


"| understood the idea of using this building as a shelter for victims of the BR law. But when 
this place is intruded upon, will the government take the time to distinguish between 
combatants and non-combatants before attacking?" 


From that day on, their daily life in the shelter began. Saki's task was to assist Maki and take 
care of the children. However, the children didn't warm up to Saki as much as they did to 
Maki; instead, they often cried loudly, leaving Maki speechless. Even as children, they 
seemed to sense something formidable about Saki, the sniper. 
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Windward appeared to be working alongside Sakai, but the nature of their work remained 
unclear. It was hard to believe that the government's combat units would hesitate to use 
heavy weapons if it meant instantly neutralizing an opponent. Just the thought of the children 
sleeping in the room below during such a scenario sent shivers down Saki's spine. 


Saki deliberately refrained from asking. What Windward was doing exactly remained entirely 
unclear. Originally reticent by nature, he had become even more so recently. Upon reflection, 
Saki realized that she rarely witnessed Windward speaking to anyone other than her. It 
seemed like a natural quality for a sniper, requiring solitude as part of the job. 


Eventually, an unexpected revelation came to light. Despite her innocent appearance, Maki 
was an expert in information processing technology. Perhaps she had received guidance 
from her father, a renowned authority in information technology. When not tending to the 
children, Maki, in moments unknown to Saki, skillfully employed computer languages Saki 
couldn't comprehend, creating something on the display. 


| can't do anything. 


Leftsea was busy coming and going. Sometimes, he brought unfamiliar people with him. 
Strangely, Saki had an intuitive sense of who these people were, judging their past. 
Especially those who had just killed someone had a distinct odor about them, something she 
could easily pick up. It was probably a similar scent that lingered around Saki, a scent of her 
own kind. 


Visitors usually stayed for a few days, and then they would disappear somewhere. Once 
someone left, they never returned. 


A sniper who isn't targeting anyone is just wasting away. Despite habitually handling the 
Dragunov, Saki couldn't engage in shooting practice here, leaving her with a lot of idle time. 
When she realized this about herself, she would sometimes snap back to reality and fall into 
self-loathing. 


Most of the time, Maki spent almost a week in the shelter. Saki wondered if she didn't go to 
high school. 


(Why do I, at sixteen, have to think about such things?) 


Feeling that idle time was a sin was something unimaginable a year ago. Saki had indeed 
become a different person. 


"This place will be primarily for non-combatants. We're relocating to another base. Staying in 
one place will attract the attention of law enforcement, and it's dangerous," announced 
Leftocean, and including members like Kazama, they all decided to move to a different base 
located in Bessho, S prefecture. Chizuru and Mai were called in to take care of the children 
in place of Maki. 


Thoughts of family crossed Saki's mind occasionally. It was a thorn stuck in her heart that 
wouldn't fall out no matter how much she tried to shake it off. At first, she remembered Shino 
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well—the feeling of his arms gently embracing her when she returned from the BR game. 
However, his face gradually became hazy, eventually fading away into the faces of those she 
had killed. 

Suddenly, they decided to move their hideout. 


Riding in several cars that came to pick them up, Saki and the others discreetly left the 
shelter. Maki, burdened with a large amount of equipment, seemed to be struggling, but 
Saki's belongings were so few that they didn't take up much space. 


Just a backpack and a Dragunov stored in a case. 


One morning, a woman named Chizuru visited the shelter. Chizuru brought with her a 
smaller girl named Mai. The two appeared in front of Saki and the others, bowing politely. 


While Maki referred to the shelter as her home, for Saki, it was just a temporary stop during 
her journey. Her real home was nowhere to be found anymore. Leftocean sent a glance to 
Kazama and informed Saki and the others. 

It doesn't look that way. 


The house where her brother awaits is no longer her own. Saki was like an abandoned child, 
not allowed to return anywhere. 


"The government says that the winner of the game will be put on the fast track to success, 
but in reality, they're just forced to become puppets for government agencies, right? That's 
why | ran away and got picked up by Mr. Ushizaki." 


As she sat in the back seat of the car, contemplating her thoughts, a voice from the driver's 
seat spoke up. 
"It's been a while, hasn't it?" 


Surprised, | glanced at the rearview mirror, and there was a familiar face—Imagumi, the one 
who handed a note to Saki at Ushizaki Firearms. 


"Oh? You're also a member of ‘Asia's Dawn,' huh?" 


"No, no," Imagumi laughed as he gripped the steering wheel. Ushizaki wasn't exactly a 
victim of the BR law. He had a route for smuggling firearms from Siberia and engaged in the 
business of selling them to the underground anti-government forces. Moreover, he used his 
connections with various organizations to facilitate tasks like personnel recruitment. When 
Windama visited the shop the other day, it was to leverage Ushizaki's influence to establish 
connections with influential organizations. 


"| joined later than Sakurai-san. | was working under that Ushizaki. Like Sakurai-san, I'm 
also a survivor of the BR." 


Saki couldn't believe her eyes. Imagumi's gentle smile was not what she expected. 
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"However, | was arrested in the recent crackdown. Smuggling alone might have been 
overlooked, but when they found out it was flowing into anti-government organizations, 
Ushizaki himself could be charged with treason. So, | sought refuge in Mr. Mimura's 
organization." 


But within this hideout, Saki was about to encounter someone even more crucial than 
Mimura Makio. 


It was Shichihara Akiya. 
"Please take care of me," Imagumi bowed his head to Saki through the rearview mirror. 


Sakurai spoke of the organization's ideals. To make a significant impact and counter the 
government, a considerable number of people would be necessary. However, in the process, 
there was the potential to bring in impurities like Ushizaki. Whether to view it as a necessary 
element for expansion or to see it as a danger within their midst was a decision left to be 
made. 


"Oh, by the way," Imagumi spoke again. 


"Apparently, the leader, Mr. Mimura, is in the hideout we're heading to now. It'll be my first 
time meeting him. | wonder what kind of person he is." 


It was a three-story building that had once served as a cram school. When Saki and the 
others were guided into a room with desks and chairs arranged like a classroom, there were 
already more than ten men loitering around. Only the front row of desks was placed facing 
the ones in the second row and beyond, and a man with a familiar face was sitting alone. 


| wonder what kind of person he is. Saki contemplated the image of that individual. 
It was Ushizaki. 


Saki shifted her gaze to the bandana-wearing man. She briefly glanced at Imakura, but he 
seemed to be feigning ignorance. It appeared that their master-servant relationship had 
ended when they left the store. 


He was still young, probably around the same age as Saki and Makoto. He wore a bandana 
and let his long hair flow back. Beneath it were straight eyebrows and large, determined 
eyes. He handed a flask from his back pocket to the knife-wielding man and gestured 
towards it. Although his mouth was tied into a straight line, there was a gentle aura about 
him. He was a mysterious man with a captivating quality. 


From the men already in the room, there emanated the unmistakable scent of a long journey 
—a mixture of dust, sweat, and spices unfamiliar to this country. Among them, one man, 
seated by the window, stood out with an ominous air. He made a clinking sound, playing with 
something in his hand. 
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It was a butterfly knife. 


The sliding door opened, and three men entered. Leading the group was Sakai, followed by 
a middle-aged man with a mild expression. When his eyes met Saki's, he stared back with a 
challenging gaze, akin to a rabid dog. 


"Oh, that's my dad," Makoto said, nudging Saki with her elbow. 


The man with the bandana wrapped around his head, standing next to Knife Guy, began 
talking to him. Knife Guy leaned in dramatically, cupping his ear to listen. In a complete shift, 
his mood turned cheerful, and he sported a smirk on his face. 


That must be Professor Souda. Following Souda, a man emanating a foreign scent, similar 
to the room's other residents, entered. He was tall, with a lush mustache. His predatory gaze 
was intimidating. 

The man gave a slight nod. 


"Furthermore, within the country, we've been able to secure some powerful allies. You all 
know Ushizaki, right?" 


"Thank you, everyone. There might be some members meeting for the first time. I'm Makio 
Mimura," Sakai introduced. 


Before the introduction, Ushizaki stood up and bowed. "I'm Ushizaki. Nice to meet you." 
So, this was the Liberation Front, 'Dawn of Asia.’ 


Mimura took a seat next to Ushizaki. Left by himself, Sakai, and Hayata occupied the 
available seats. 


"During our activities abroad, Hayata and Sakai did an excellent job organizing the group. 
Thank you. This time, our expedition mainly focused on the Middle East region." 
"Unfortunately, we haven't reached a complete agreement with the local Liberation Front 
organizations. However, there was a significant gain—we managed to reunite with members 
who had fled to the local area. Upon their return, they will now contribute as members of 
‘Dawn of Asia.' It marks the beginning of a new fight." 


"As you all know, he has been assisting us as an external collaborator, helping with the 
import of firearms through the Siberian route and recruiting personnel. However, this time, 
the government's reach extended to Ushizaki. Forced to close his legitimate gun shop, he 
had to go into hiding. Losing one connection to the mainstream society is a blow for ‘Dawn of 
Asia.’ Nevertheless, we are confident that leveraging Ushizaki's excellent financial skills will 
contribute to strengthening the organization in a different way. From now on, he will be 
involved as a crucial staff member in the organization's operations, so please be aware of 
this." 
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Ushizaki bowed in silence. Left behind, Sakai's face remained expressionless. The men 
sitting together exuded the scent of a foreign land and nodded silently—both the Butterfly 
Knife man and the one with the bandana. 

"Alright, today's meeting is over. Dismiss!" 


It seems that Ushizaki will take over one aspect. 
Left Sea stood up and gave the command. 


Mimura continued, "Saying that the government's reach extended to Ushizaki sounded as if 
Ushizaki became a sacrifice for 'Dawn of Asia,' didn't it?" 


While the surroundings were rattling with preparations to disperse, Imakura approached with 
a cheerful smile. 


"That old man isn't worth that much trouble. The truth is, it's this, this right here," he said, 
creating a small circle with his index finger and thumb in front of his chest. 


"Money?" 


"This year, the victims of the BR law have continued to accumulate, resulting in numerous 
casualties. We must firmly oppose this police-state-like regime. Fortunately, our organization 
has the support of Mr. Hayata, an authority in information technology. The destructive 
activities we've undertaken so far have been isolated, failing to produce a significant impact 
as a whole. As a result, the government has intensified security measures and crackdowns 
on underground organizations. However, there are still viable means. For instance, 
kidnapping or assassinating key figures, engaging in destructive activities against vital 
facilities, and disrupting the management system. In the future, we aim to execute more 
strategically planned operations, achieving maximum impact with minimal attacks. Detailed 
instructions for each responsibility will be provided later. Until then, | ask everyone to 
dedicate themselves to refining their skills." 


He concluded his speech and looked around at everyone. 


"Yeah. The reason he had to close down his shop and flee was because his tax evasion 
scheme got exposed. Moreover, it was a deliberate and repeated offense, so if it came to 
light, he'd undoubtedly face a prison sentence. That's why, for his own safety, he ended up 
seeking refuge in this organization. Whether he has the mindset to fight against authority, 
well, that's questionable..." 


"See, our social knowledge has some biases, right? Even in history class, sometimes we 
didn't finish reading all the textbooks before the lesson ended. In this organization, there are 
plenty of people who couldn't attend school due to reasons like BR, so we're trying to 
supplement knowledge from very basic things for them. So, this is about letting a guy like 
that take control of ‘Asia's Dawn." 

Saki recalled the passionate words Leftocean spoke on their first meeting. Saki wondered 
what emotions Leftocean harbored regarding the entry of this unfamiliar element, Ushizaki. 
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Leftocean's face, emotionless, as he dealt with tasks in the distance, offered no clue to the 
inner thoughts and feelings. 


If it was anything similar, Saki had been thoroughly "reeducated" in the previous 
organization. Suddenly, the face of Niishinjo came to mind, and a twinge of pain struck her 


chest. 


While Saki hadn't developed any particular attachment to "Asia's Dawn" yet, there was still 
something resembling a connection forming in her heart. 


She attempted to decline, starting to open her mouth, but reconsidered upon seeing Maki's 
desperate expression. 


"Hey, hey," Maki grabbed her elbow. 

"Dad wants to organize a study group for young people. How about joining, Saki?" 

"A study group?" 

Perhaps Maki's father, too, harbored concerns about the entry of unconventional elements 
like Ushizaki. Scholars and smugglers, their interests wouldn't naturally align. Maybe he 
feared losing his place in the organization. Sensing this, Maki was trying to gather as many 
allies as possible. 

"No... | overheard the talk about a study group." 

"So what? Is there a problem?" 

Besides, she had more than enough time on her hands at the moment. 

"Fine, I'll join." 


She couldn't help but make a slightly confrontational remark. For some reason, this man 
irked her and made her feel irritated. 


"It's not a bad idea. | thought a study group would be nice. It's been a while since | learned 
something from someone." 


"Really? Thank you. The first session is tomorrow night. I'll invite everyone. | hope the new 
members will join too," Maki said and dashed away. 


The man was playing with something in his hands. 
"Hey... what's that?" 


"A knife. Got it from a friend who died." 
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EPISODE 15 


"You too, with that shady knife? Maybe it's better to wait a bit before approaching new 
members who are still unfamiliar with the organization. | was going to say that, but | didn't 
make it in time. That innocent side of her is, of course, one of Maki's strengths." 


"In messing around with weapons like that, you start to feel stronger, in a way. It's absurd, 
doing things that show off your own strength." 


When she noticed, the man with the bandana was looking at her from the other side of the 
room. 


"What?" 


"It's not like that. Weapons to be used in a pinch should always be kept close and 
familiarized with. You'd do the same with your rifle, wouldn't you?" 


He started to say something again but stopped himself. 


"Who did you hear that from? That I'm a sniper. Everyone here seems to know that well," 
she remarked. 


"It's different from the last war," someone's voice interjected. "We lost in the war and were 
occupied." 


"| understand," the man said. "I've met many snipers on the other side." 
And quietly, he left the room. 


The study session the next day was held in a classroom similar to the one during the 
assembly. Seated alongside Maki at the back of the room, Saki looked around. Surprisingly, 
there were quite a few attendees. In the corner, she could see Imakure, and it seemed that 
some of the newcomers from yesterday were also participating. 


Clearing his throat, Mitsuru Hayata stood up. Facing the whiteboard, he began drawing 
something effortlessly. Something was being drawn — a map of the country. Hayata nodded. 
"Exactly. Unfortunately, for a short period, our country came under the occupation of the 
victorious nations and experienced a considerable level of control. Of course, there were 
positive reforms, such as redistributing farmland from landlords to tenant farmers and 
dismantling the zaibatsu that supported the pre-war military-industrial complex. But at the 
same time, there's no denying that the occupation resulted in the destruction of many 
valuable aspects of our country's culture. Now, moving on, do you all know that this country, 
from the 17th century until around the mid-19th century, stopped its interactions with foreign 
countries and entered a so-called sakoku, or closed-door, policy?" When he finished 
drawing, Hayata turned around and spoke. 

That's something everyone knows. 
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"Our country, for nearly two thousand years since its founding, has never been exposed to 
invasion by other nations and has largely maintained its independence." 


"For over two hundred years, all foreign trade was strictly controlled by the government and 
limited to only a few designated ports. Violating this was, of course, severely punished. 
Despite this, the people of this country couldn't give up the dream of going outside, secretly 
engaging in exchanges with foreign countries. This prefecture," Hayata pointed to the 
northern coastline on the map. 

It has been discovered that between the northern and southern regions of this country, there 
are traces of a trade involving the exchange of kombu (kelp) and sugar. This trade was likely 
accomplished by navigating more than two thousand kilometers of sea routes without 
making port calls. Don't you think that citizens of a country with such maritime technology, 
even though separated by the sea, should have been able to travel to neighboring China? 
Unexpectedly, many attendees were surprised by the direction the discussion took. As 
expected from someone who teaches at a university, Hayata skillfully captivated the 
audience's attention. 


"In the storehouses of wealthy families in this region, large quantities of copper coins minted 
in the Qing Dynasty of China at that time have been found. Private households in a 
closed-off country like ours shouldn't have had access to such items. There's only one 
plausible explanation: there was clandestine interaction between the Chinese mainland and 
our country across this sea during the period of seclusion." 

ae in secret from the government." 

"But was such a thing really possible? There's a sea between the continent and this country. 
It's hard to believe they could have crossed it." 

"By the way, in the current situation of this country, policies similar to isolation, akin to the 
period of seclusion, are being implemented. I'm sure you're all aware of that. One harsh 
policy is the BR law. This policy is truly despicable, as it allows the government to control the 
life and death of the younger generation, suppressing any signs of rebellion. However, that's 
not the only thing..." 

"| think so too. However, the maritime technology of that time far surpassed our imagination. 
Consider this: now, there are signs indicating the location of people on the internet, known 
as IP. Currently, this can be obtained from anywhere in the world. But if an IP law is enacted, 
citizens will be unable to acquire IP from domains outside the country." 

"This is essentially the same as information control. The disclosure of information through 
the internet serves as a powerful weapon against state-sponsored ideological repression. 
The IP law is clearly intended to crush that weapon. It's like a modern-day sword hunt, a 
form of isolation." 

"Moreover, there is the National ID system established a few years ago. With this, there is a 
potential for the state to monitor every corner of our private information. There's also the 
wiretapping law. The police can, for any reason, censor our private conversations, emails, 
and more. There is virtually no freedom of speech. Anyone who shows even a hint of 
rebellious behavior runs the risk of being considered a rebel against the state. That's the 
current situation." 

"The surveillance cameras installed throughout the country under the pretext of enforcing 
traffic violations are reported to be operational not for monitoring traffic offenses but for the 
surveillance of citizens. Now, let me continue." 
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Taking a deep breath, Haida looked around at each participant. His calm demeanor belied 
the intensity of his words. 

"Now, you all have two, or to be precise, three choices. The first is to accept and endure 
these controls imposed by the state and live with it. That's the first option. And if you can't 
bear it anymore," 

"Furthermore, in the field of networks, which is my area of research, government 
encroachment is progressing. The IP law that is about to be passed in the upcoming 
parliamentary session, if enacted, will restrict citizens from freely obtaining internet 
addresses." 

"The surveillance cameras installed throughout the country under the pretext of enforcing 
traffic violations are reported to be operational not for monitoring traffic offenses but for the 
surveillance of citizens. Now, let me continue." 

Taking a deep breath, Haida looked around at each participant. His calm demeanor belied 
the intensity of his words. 

"Now, you all have two, or to be precise, three choices. The first is to accept and endure 
these controls imposed by the state and live with it. That's the first option. And if you can't 
bear it anymore," 

"Furthermore, in the field of networks, which is my area of research, government 
encroachment is progressing. The IP law that is about to be passed in the upcoming 
parliamentary session, if enacted, will restrict citizens from freely obtaining internet 
addresses." 

When | noticed, | was standing up and closing in. "What's this? What does a little girl like you 
understand?" "At the very least, | understand a million times more than you." "Don't babble!" 
A dry sound rang out, and a hot impact shot through my right cheek. "I certainly didn't get 
permission, but... for something like this," Ushizaki sneered. 

"Damn, you did it!" My right hand, raised back, was restrained from behind. It felt like it was 
fixed with a vice. The pain was intense as my clenched forearm throbbed. 


"Take a step back, you bastard... Showing a revisionist perspective and causing disturbance 
is said to lead to a decrease in morale. Are you trying to negate Muramatsu-san's efforts to 
unite us as one solid front? That's counterproductive. Should | carve your mouth shut so you 
can't speak again? Huh?" 

There was a strong force applied to the blade. At that moment. 

"It's okay, Yonai," a voice spoke. 

Swiftly, legs were thrown forward, and in a manner reminiscent of a kangaroo kick, swung 
backward. It cut through the air. The grasped right hand was twisted, pressing against the 
back. Unable to take a defensive stance, the person was pushed to the floor. In front of 
them, a blade was smoothly drawn. 


"Behave yourself, or I'll carve you up, sis." 


"It's alright, Yonai. | was listening to the conversation too. It was quite interesting," the person 
replied. 


It's the knife guy! 


152 


The man, while smacking his gum, pressed the blade against the immobilized Saki's cheek. 


The strength suddenly vanished from the suppressed right arm. Sliding her body quickly, 
Saki made her escape. As she looked up, that knife-wielding man - Yonai - stood there 
foolishly. Saki hastily got up. 


"Shuya, were you here?" 

"There's someone holding a reactionary gathering," Uzaki-san told me to check it out, and 
here we are. These guys, who have never actually experienced the battlefield, are 
blabbering nonsense." 

In the corner of the classroom, the bandana-wearing man stood up and nodded. 

With a strained breath, she squeezed out her voice. 

eres This koshiginchaku:::::- 
"Hayata-san introduced us to a new perspective. It's not something exaggerated like 
reactionaries or revisionism." 

"Huh? Hellooo? Who's the idiot who talked big in such a stupid posture? Huh? | won't 
swallow the spit I've spat out." 

They chuckle with a sneer. 

"Hey, you should listen too. It's much more interesting than reading boring textbooks in 
compulsory education." 


"If Shuya says so, it must be true. What, | was expecting::---. 


"I'm not scared. No matter what happens. | just believe in a man named Nanahara Shuya. 
Shuya never lies to me. Never betrays me, no matter what. | know that. What about you? 
What were you trying to make me do, using me like that? Huh?" 


He swings his arm, and two throwing knives appear in his hand. 


"When he tries to make fun of us, I'll cut him. Strangely, from Yonai's body, the killing intent 
had completely disappeared. Taking Handa, who had shrunk in the corner, he apologized 
profusely, saying sorry, sorry. The behavior of the big man was rather cute. Ushizaki shouted 
frustratingly.” 

Niuzaki quickly turned around and fled. He forcefully closed the door, making a sound as he 
hurried down the corridor. All that remained behind was the rough breathing of Yonai. 


"Hey, what are you doing? Just because that guy said a few things, you don't have to be 
scared." 


"Scared? Me?" 


"My bad, hope you're not hurt." Yonai probably turned around. His eyes cleared up, and after 
the study session, he suddenly wore a cheerful smile as Yoneuchi approached. 
"Yonaiken-go" 

"Satsuki, thank you. She prevented Dad from getting involved in strange things." 

It seems to be the name Kengo Yonaiuchi. Yonai provided the full name of that bandana guy 
as well. 
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Nanahara smiled. 

It seems to be Akiya Nanahara. 

"Is that so?" "Yonai is a good guy, but he sometimes loses his temper. Sorry." 

"I'm simple, you know. | just took what that guy said at face value. Stupid, huh?" He 
mimicked a bow. 

"Oh, | see. It's troublesome to have a simple personality like that. With that, he managed to 
survive the Battle Royale." 

"Battle Royale?" 

"Never mind, it's too late now. Well, it hurt a bit, but..." Saki said bluntly. 

In the face of words that couldn't be ignored, Saki couldn't help but react. 


"Ah. Both | and Akiya are survivors of BR. Treat us well, will you?" 

"Sorry about that. Well, over there, I've seen a lot of organizations that have internally split 
and collapsed in strange ways. | got worked up by that guy, and my blood boiled over in my 
head. I'm just stupid." 


He laughs again with a hearty chuckle. Saying this, Yoneuchi laughs, "I've always been like 
that. Anyway, | easily lose my temper. Akiya takes my reins and calms me down assertively." 


(We're survivors of BR) - Like me. But then, why does Nanao Akiya have such clear eyes? 
"Shichihara tapped Yonauchi on the shoulder. Maki turned to face Shichihara behind her. 


"Let's stop talking about the past, Yonauchi. Everyone has a past they don't want to dwell on 
too much," she said. 


Those words felt like they were directed not at Yonauchi but at Saki. 

If that's the case, could it be that Mimura's feelings toward Shichihara are complex? Ina 
sense, Mimura's nephew could be said to have been killed by Shichihara. Even if Shichihara 
didn't directly take action, considering that the condition of BR is to kill everyone except 
oneself, the one who survived ended up killing everyone else." 

"That," said Akuya Nanahara, is an exceptional existence for Mimura-san." 


As if sensing Saki's thoughts, Hidemi nodded. 


After locking the door of the room where they had the study session and returning the key, 
Hidemi found himself alone in the office. As soon as he saw Saki's face, he spoke up. 


"Exceptional?" 
"Yeah. However, that's the so-called BR. Mimura-san, who originally opposed the BR law, 
should have understood that painfully well. Instead of harboring resentment towards Akuya 


Nanahara, she started to favor him as a successor to Shinshi-kun in the anti-BR activities." 


Doubt began to well up. 
"That's something Akuya desired himself?" 
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"Yeah. Mimura-san had a nephew named Shinshi, who was really a child she cared about. 
However, in last year's BR game, he was killed. The survivor of that incident was Akuya 
Nanahara." 


"Oh no." 


"| don't know much about Nanahara. It's probably Mimura-san's sentiment. After all, 
Nanahara survived the BR and managed to escape overseas, right? If that's the case, he 
might be starting anew in a different land." 


"Wouldn't you come with me?" 

He said. 

"What's wrong?" 

There should have been an option to live in peace. Yet, does Mimura-san have the right to 
forcibly impose the choice of a successor?" 

Instead of Saki, Hidemi asked. Nanahara answered, 

"That's why | don't know. | didn't talk to Nanahara directly. Isn't there something like an 
invisible chain that those who have once been involved in the fight against BR can't easily 
break free from? Like me, like you?" 

"Mimura-san is supposed to move tonight. We thought about providing escort, but we'd like a 
sniper to come alone if possible." 

Ah. 

Today, Kazama is away. 

Could it be that invisible chains are what keep me bound? 

Saki couldn't see them. 

"| don't mind," Saki said. "| was planning to go for late-night training anyway. It's nota 
problem." 

It didn't seem visible to anyone else, not even to Akuya Nanahara. 

The door was knocked, and it quietly opened. 

While saying this, she stood up to go get her gun. As she left the door, Nanahara bowed. 
Nanahara was standing. 

"What?" 

They set out, hitching a ride in two cars. Hidemi is driving the front car, and Imakumi is 
driving the other, with Saki in the driver's seat. When Saki asked, Akuya Nanahara replied 
apologetically from the passenger seat, along with Gunofu. In the back seat were Mimura 
and Nanahara. 


"Don't say that, please. If something happens to Mimura-san, we..." 


Adhering to the speed limit, the two cars drove through the night. Saki kept a constant watch 
for anything lurking in the darkness around them. 


"Don't worry," the voice regained strength. "I'll struggle as much as | can, live as long as | 
can, and pave the way for you guys. Until | create that path, | can't afford to fall." 


"Mimura-san..." 


"You." 
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In the rearview mirror, Mimura's face appeared. For a moment, Saki thought it might be a 
mistake. 

The face of Mimura reflected in the mirror appeared weak and exhausted, as if the 
intimidating aura reminiscent of a fierce bird of prey had been a lie. 


Nanahara spoke, his voice filled with concern. Unexpectedly, words were thrown at Saki. It 
took a few seconds for Saki to realize that Mimura was addressing him. 


"Yes?" 
"Mimura-san, are you okay? You haven't rested since you returned." 
"You're a survivor of the BR as well." 


In the rearview mirror, Mimura smiled. Saki decided not to ask how he knew. Surely, Mimura 
must understand. 


"Yes." 
Mimura let out a long sigh. 


"Akuya, you know, | turned fifty this year. Damn, getting old sucks. When you age, you can't 
stand firm. When the time comes, | might be a drag on you guys." 


"| see... Listen, don't just trust adults. 'The world is for the children'—including guys like me.' 


Closing his eyes, Mimura looked up at the sky again. Passing streetlights created a striped 
pattern on his face. 


In response to these unexpected words, | inadvertently forgot about the escort mission and 
turned around. In the dimly lit car, Mimura's eyes were faintly gleaming. 


"Adults, huh?" 


That's right. Since Akuya Nanahara and the others joined, Saki's daily life has changed. 
Rather than that, changed by Yoneuchi... 


"Yeah. Adults, yeah. Adults think the world is for themselves, but that's wrong. The world is 
for the children—for kids like Akuya here, and for kids like you. Adults are all mistaken. We, 


‘Dawn of Asia,’ fight for that..." 


Mimura threw himself onto the back seat with a thud. Hidemi, who looked at him with 
concern, met eyes with Saki. 


Deep within his eyes, there was a faint gleam. 
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"Did he say Sakurai? No matter how good you are as a sniper, you should learn a bit about 
close combat too. Can't avoid fighting when the enemy gets close, right? I'll teach you some 
martial arts." Without waiting for agreement, from the next day, Yoneuchi's "training" began. 


In some corner of Saki's heart, he felt something like warmth budding. 
"| don't know the details of how that's possible, but it just is. About that companion..." 


"The one you mentioned...?" 


"I've met her once over there. Nakagawa Noriko, a girl. Don't ask about her relationship with 
Nanahara. I'm not one to pry into other people's business." The name Nakagawa Noriko 
remained in Saki's memory. 


During the training breaks, Windama would always talk about Nanahara. Apparently, she 
was engaged in some mission and didn't show up, so no one had complained to Yoneuchi. 
Like Saki, Yoneuchi seemed to be a type who couldn't find a place for active participation 
outside the battlefield, and perhaps she had been designated as a perfect time-pass partner. 
During the breaks between training sessions, Yoneuchi always talked about Nanahara. 
Despite being usually calm, Nanahara moved surprisingly agilely in critical situations and 
rushed to assist his comrades. Yoneuchi mentioned that thanks to Nanahara, he had been 
saved multiple times. 


Mentioning that name in front of Maki somehow felt awkward. Since that study session day, 
Maki often wore a vague expression. 


One night, when Saki visited Maki's room, he decided to ask, "It seems like not abandoning 
comrades is his nature, huh?" 

"He doesn't like talking about it himself, but he's not so much a survivor of the BR game as 
he is an escapee." 


"Escapee?" 


"Yeah, not the type who survived until the last person, but he took someone with him and 
escaped from the venue's island." 


"You, you're in love with that Nanahara guy, aren't you?" When asked, Maki had a slightly 
flustered expression. "In love? What are you talking about, Saki-chan? Normal girls don't say 
things like that." 

Maki, too, was amidst busy days. 

"Sure, I'm not much of a ‘girl’ anyway." 

Helping her father with his duties, she explained that she was developing software to bypass 


the government's firewall and neutralize personal information management servers if the IP 
law passed in parliament. 
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"Not in love, but | just thought he's a good person. Seems kind and gentle... | feel like | want 
to protect him, Saki-chan. It's no good, though, if | snatch him away." 


"| won't." 


There won't be a chance for me to like someone again. Saki swallowed those words deep 
into his heart. 


"The biggest issue is the firewall, right? Since there are likely sufficient intrusion measures in 
place, we need to think about guerrilla tactics to break through. For instance, causing a 
significant load somewhere, concentrating maintenance there, and seizing the opportunity to 
break through the guard." 

"And what after breaking through?" 

There hadn't been any envy toward Maki, who was innocently frolicking in front of him. 
Instead, there was a faint sense of pity. In reality, Maki should be at the age to attend high 
school, enjoying normal teenage romance. 


(Maki, is that really okay for you?) 


Saki couldn't bring himself to say those words aloud. He continued to gaze at Maki's back as 
she remained focused on the desktop computer. 


"Viruses would be effective. Propagate a self-replicating virus to destroy all the data. By 
doing that, we can significantly disrupt the enemy's control system." 


"Hmm..." 

The one who changed the most was Hidemi. Hidemi seemed to be growing more and more 
haggard with each passing day. Even Imakumi, who was with him, didn't know the reason. 
Even with acquaintances from the shelter days, Hidemi rarely spoke. 

Saki didn't fully understand, but the idea of dealing lethal damage without shedding a drop of 
blood seemed favorable. Conducting urban warfare, such as bombings, risked involving 
non-combatants, which was unbearable. Maki also emphasized that point. 


"Regular people won't die. It's okay. With this, only the government's hosts will be affected." 


In essence, except for individuals like Saki and Yoneuchi who weren't useful in roles other 
than combat, it seemed like everyone was working towards something. 


Saying that, he smiled confidently. 


Occasionally, like during the study session in the evening, Nanahara would ask for Mimura's 
protection. At those times, Saki would accompany them in the car with the Dragunov. 


Inside the car, Mimura casually struck up a conversation with Saki. 
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"You're Sakurai-kun, right? How much do you know about what everyone is working on 
now?" he asked unexpectedly one day. It was an unusual situation, with neither Nanahara 
nor Hidemi nor Imakumi in the car. 


The other men in the organization were divided into small groups according to Mimura's 
instructions, each assigned tasks to carry out. 

Someone suitable for this kind of thing is Imakumi. He was holed up in the operations room, 
stacking and reviewing various documents. Kazama still hadn't returned. Uzaki seemed to 
be handling most of the work outside, rarely showing his face at the hideout. 

"There's a high probability that a situation will arise that requires swift action,” Imakumi said, 
his words halting. He had never been asked such a fundamental question before. In 
response to his confidently phrased statement, he ended up saying more than necessary. 


"If we could achieve that with bloodless terrorism, it would be wonderful." 


"Well, | don't know the details. I've heard that Maki is assisting Professor Haida and targeting 
the government's host computers, but the specifics..." 


Mimura smiled silently for a while. 
"Yeah, that's wonderful." 


"What? Is that all? | thought Hidemi thoroughly explained the purpose of this operation to 
everyone." 


Then, he continued speaking. 
"Sakurai-kun, will you protect Akuya?" 
Shaking his head, he mentioned Hidemi, who wasn't present, and added, "I'm just a sniper." 


Mimura clicked his tongue. 


| instinctively looked back, but Mimura didn't further explain the meaning of his words. 
Looking at the expression on his face, | somehow recalled my father. 


On a night deep into the end of the year... 


"Even a sniper shouldn't pull the trigger without knowing why they're shooting. Operating 
with the lower-ranking members being kept in the dark is a bad practice from the Cold War 
era. Listen, this upcoming operation will be on an unprecedented scale. The government 
should receive a major blow from this. At the core of the BR law..." 


Saki went out to check the condition of the newly acquired Starlight Scope. When he 


returned to the hideout, it was already past 2 AM, and someone was in the operations room 
on the first floor. The door was slightly ajar, and light and voices were leaking out. 


159 


EPISODE 16 


"What's going on? Tell me again." 
It was Hidemi's voice. 


"I'll say it as many times as needed. Tell us the real objective of this operation. That's what | 
said." 


It was Nanahara's voice. It was a tense voice unlike anything Saki had heard before. Saki 
approached, masking his footsteps. 


"There's no need for me to explain it to you again, right? This operation is being directly 
commanded by Mr. Mimura. There's no way you, being right here, don't know the details." 


To break through the surrounding firewalls, they planned to detonate the antenna facilities of 
various mobile phone companies. If they could render over seventy percent of the 
population's mobile phones unusable, there was no doubt that panic would ensue. 
"Perhaps, in response to inquiries from mobile phone companies, the government will open 
the gate to the personal information database. Seizing that opportunity, they plan to send a 
virus into the server. The antenna facilities are unmanned, and host destruction is done 
electronically, so there shouldn't be any loss of life. A groundbreaking operation to neutralize 
the enemy effectively with minimal damage. Yes, there should have been an explanation 
from Mr. Mimura." 


"Is that really the case?" 

He said it with irritation, but upon realizing Nanahara's silence, he continued with more 
words. 

Nanahara asked in a serious tone, "What do you mean..." 

"Cut it out already. As you know, the objective of this operation is the destruction of the host 
computer of the national personal information management server managed by the 
government. The host's..." 

"Really, is terrorism going to be carried out bloodlessly?" 

"It's not like him to choose a method like server destruction to challenge the government. If it 
were him, he would choose a means that appeals to the masses, like bombing the 


parliament building.” 


"What are you trying to say?" Left Sea's voice carried a hint of caution. "Nanahara, are you 
doubting Mr. Mimura?" Saki involuntarily swallowed hard. 


"The parliament building?" 


| recalled Mimura's serene expression. 
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"For example, yes." 
Nanahara's voice carried an even greater degree of bitterness. 
-For Akuya Nanahara, he is a special existence for Mr. Mimura. 


Left Sea had indeed said that. This means that Mimura should also be a special existence 
for Nanahara. 


| waited for Nanahara's next words. 

"| Know Mr. Mimura well..." 

"For the past few days, I've been following Mr. Mimura, and it's become clear. Mr. Mimura is 
planning a major operation without telling us. Professor Hayata's project is probably just a 
cover. He must be thinking of something else." 


"Nanahara, do you understand what you're saying?" 


"_..He's tired." His voice sounded like it was forcibly squeezed out. "He's tired. He's been 
fighting against the BR law for a long time." 


After a long silence, the words that emerged were dark and heavy. It was the speech of a 
person whose heart had been torn in two. The doubt that had crept in and the desire to 
believe in Mimura were the two conflicting emotions tormenting Nanahara. The more 
irreplaceable someone is, the heavier the feelings toward that person become. 

"He was alone. Completely alone. Lost his entire family. Even his only nephew, the one he 
cared for, was killed. It's as if | killed him." 


"I'm scared! Isn't he exhausted, unconsciously choosing death? Mr. Mimura is... Mr. Mimura!" 
(Shinji Mimura) 

That name came to mind. 

Saki understood. Nanao fears being alone again. For Nanao, who escaped from BR and lost 
his family, only Mimura and "Asia's Dawn" are his true family. And Mimura's ideals are the 
guiding principles for Nanao's actions. The ideal of reclaiming the world from adults for the 
sake of children—a fight without which Nanao believes he cannot live. 


Surviving BR means just that. 


The guilt-ridden soul that survived at the expense of others’ lives cannot be forgiven for 
seeking a different way of life. 


"An ordinary person shouldn't be able to endure such pressure. Mr. Mimura has been 
fighting in such a desperate situation. Yet, there's no sign of the world getting better. Mr. 
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Mimura's heart must be exhausted. | understand—lI understand. Mr. Mimura is anxious. 
There's some significant doubt in him. He never shows it to us. Perhaps only a few close 
aides who have been with Mr. Mimura since the beginning of our activities truly know the 
whole story. I'm scared of that—I'm scared!" It ended in a scream. 

"Fear?" Left Hai questions. 


Now, for the first time, Saki understood the anguish of Akiya Nanahaa. (It's also my own 
anguish...) Left Hai muttered, "There's a lot." 


He continued. 
Saki could tell from his voice that Akiya had flinched. "A lot?" 
"There's too much explosive," Left Hai's voice was weary. 


"That's..." | found it while checking orders to overseas collaboration organizations. For just 
blowing up a few antennas, there's too much explosive. It's a single-digit difference. 


"My best friend was killed for the sake of the BR game. He must have thought, 'Why do | 
have to die?’ Everyone who becomes a victim of violence must think that. Why do | have to 
die? Why me, and not someone else? If we carry out a terrorist act, there will be similar 
victims. Innocent civilians will inevitably die. Suddenly, dying without even understanding the 
meaning of my own death." 

"Left Hai..." 

"Left Hai?" 

"| hate that!" 

There was the sound of hitting the desk. 

"When | found it, | thought it might be a mistake. But there's been no indication that the order 
is being corrected. Once | started to doubt, it seemed like all the plans were based on that 
amount of explosive. With that amount of explosive, as you said, we could easily blow up 


something like the parliament building." 


| realized | was short of breath. The palpitations of my heart were becoming unbearable. The 
palm of my right hand, holding the Dragunov's case, was slick with sweat. 


"Bombing terrorism..." 
There was tension in Nanao's voice. Left Hai spoke in a muffled tone. 


"| need to talk to Maki. | have to go." 
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Nudging past Saki, he headed up the stairs, suppressing his footsteps. As he entered the 
room, he took a seat on the chair in front of the computer desk. On the desk, a small wreath 
was displayed. 

"That's right, today is..." 

When he reached the darkened second floor, there was a voice calling Saki's name from 
behind. It was Maki. She opened the door to her room, beckoning Saki inside. In the room, 
the glow of the liquid crystal display was bright. A memory flashed through the corner of 
Saki's mind. 

"Maki? What's going on, it's so late." 

Maki looked into Saki's eyes and threw a question at him. 


"Saki, what do you think of Imakura-san?" 


"What's with the sudden question? What do | think? | don't really think anything. Just another 
member of the same organization, right?" 


"| was simulating database server access, and | couldn't sleep. Hey, can we talk now? | have 
something | want to consult with you about. If it's okay, come inside." 


"No, it's not about that..." 


After inviting Saki in, Maki glanced around the hallway a couple of times and closed the door. 
She immediately locked it. 


"Maki made a gesture, as if squeezing her fingers around her chest. 'Whether | can trust 
them or not." 


"What's going on? You seem quite cautious." 


The conversation they just had downstairs popped into Saki's head. How much does this girl 
really know? 


"It's not like we have a deep relationship, but she doesn't seem like the kind of person who 
would exaggerate or intentionally lie for fun." 


Maki approached with an unusually serious expression. 


"Sit down already, Saki," Maki said, not insisting on her sitting any longer. Saki sat on a 
nearby cushion or rug. 


Maki waved her hand in frustration. 
"But what does that matter?" 


"It's not about that. It's about whether Ushizaki was lying to Imakumori as well." 
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Maki started speaking breathlessly. 
"For what purpose?" 


"To deceive the enemy, you first deceive your allies. Maybe she's trying to infiltrate our 
organization." 


"| remember Imakumori saying that Ushizaki Gun Shop had to close down and run away at 
night because Ushizaki's tax evasion was exposed." 


Saki narrowed her eyes. 
"Yeah, | think that's true too. That old man is not the kind of person to take action based on 


justice or such noble justifications." 


"Maki, you're saying something like accusing the executives of ‘Asia's Dawn.' Do you have 
any evidence for what you're saying?" 


"Look at this." 

"But," Maki said, "what if the tax evasion story is also a lie?" 

"Huh?" 

Saki blinked in surprise. 

Suddenly, | couldn't understand Maki's words. | was gestured to come closer, so | stood up 
and approached the display. Maki reached for the mouse, and a browser window appeared, 
showing a web page. 


"What's going on? Are you saying that Imakurame lied?" 


"Well, the software for server intrusion is already complete. Not only government servers, but 
even high-security ones..." 


"No, that's not it. | didn't ask Saki about that." 
"The possibility can't be definitively denied. The probability is low, but now, with this..." 


"For now, | tried infiltrating servers with low difficulty, like credit card companies and local 
governments. Then, this..." 


On the screen, something like a roster was displayed. Maki brought up another web page. 
Unlike the previous one, it didn't show in HTML format; only rows of data were neatly lined 
up. 

"This is the A City Hall page? What is this? A list of issuers of tax certificates?" 
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"This is a list of people in S Prefecture who have obtained a permit to operate gun, firearm, 
and knife shops. People with a criminal record won't be approved, and the permit will be 
revoked immediately if they get involved in any crime. But, look here..." 


"It's Uzaki." 


"When making significant transactions like land acquisitions, individuals or corporations may 
need to provide a certificate proving they've paid their taxes to guarantee their financial 
soundness. This list shows those who received the certificate this month." 

"Look at the name in the middle?" 


"Uzaki, Tadao... Uzaki!" 


Certainly, the name "Uzaki Tadao" was there. Moreover, "The registered address matches 
the location of that shop." 


Catching Sakki's gaze, Maki nodded. 


"See, it's strange, right? A person who should be pursued for tax evasion, why would they 
apply for a tax certificate and even get it issued?" 


"What if it's someone else with the same name?" 


"Exactly. If Uzaki is involved in tax irregularities, he should be subject to additional taxes. It's 
odd." 

And, as Ushizaki said, if he's been running away, there's no way he could pay the back 
taxes, and his personal assets should be seized by the government, right? So why does 
Ushizaki Firearms still have its operating license, and why is the store and the land still 
owned by Ushizaki? 


Sweat was beading on his forehead. Nanao, who had been silent, spoke up. Words forced 
their way out from between clenched teeth. 


"Was it all a lie?" Maki let go of the mouse and nodded. "To go so far as to lie, what's the 
reason for infiltrating this organization?" 

"Esu," she said. 

It could only be thought of as a police spy. 

"A double spy. Whether he connected with the police quickly or with the organization first, it's 
probably the latter. He probably has no thoughts against the BR law. Just, if he can smuggle 
weapons for terrorism, he can definitely make money. That's all, right?" 

Secretly, Sakai was summoned. From behind, Shichihara followed. When Shichihara came 
into her room, Maki momentarily showed a bewildered expression. 

Perhaps the police knowingly let Ushizaki swim in it. That way, they could grasp the flow of 
weapons and people in anti-BR law activities. Sakai, who had seen the dirtier ways of adult 
organizations before joining "Asia's Dawn," could easily understand that. 

In front of the two, Maki repeated the explanation she gave to Saki. Lefti## wore a 
dumbfounded expression. 
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"But, with those weapons, terrorism happened, and several military and police personnel 
were killed. Why would they let Ushizaki off the hook?" 


"That's ridiculous. Ushizaki being Es?... After all, the resistance groups around the capital 
received weapons mostly from him. That guy being connected to the police..." 


Maki shouted. 
"Is that so?" 
Left## sighed as he spoke. 


Maki questioned with a sigh, "What are you talking about?" 


"The software you're developing. Wait a minute, didn't you say the software was already 
finished earlier?" 


Maki wore a bewildered expression. "It's done. A bit earlier than planned. | compressed it 
and sent it to Papa, and the moles to set up at each bombing point are already in place." 


"Ushizaki's source for weapons is the Siberian route. However, even if the Siberian route 
becomes unusable, there are plenty of other routes to get weapons." 

"In Myanmar and Cambodia, there's a route through the military regime, in Indonesia, there's 
a route through Muslim armed groups, and in the Philippines, weapons used in revolutions 
must be scattered all around. Even if we expose Ushizaki, illegal sales through other routes 
will just proliferate. In such a case, the police would prefer to catch one small-time crook, 
gather information in return, right?" 

"Meaning..." 

"The project can be activated at any time." 

"However, wasn't the explosives used in Mr. Mimura's plan ordered by Ushizaki?" 

Silence fell in the room. Lefti## restrained Seven with a glance and looked at Saki and Maki. 
Saki sighed. 


"When was that?" 
"Tonight, around 9 o'clock. After that, there's been no contact from Dad." 
"It's okay, don't worry. | overheard it downstairs. I'll have to tell Maki eventually, but..." 


"Look!" 

The voices stopped. On the television screen, which had been turned on at some point, the 
early morning news was being broadcast. It was already that time. Everyone's gaze was 
drawn to the text on the screen. 

"No, no..." 

"University Professor's Wife Murdered." 

"Mom!" 

Maki rushed over, burying her face in Sakis chest and crying. 

Maki's voice trembled with shock. 

While staring at the TV screen, Nanao spoke. 

A female announcer mechanically read from the script. 

"This is something... We need to evacuate all our bases immediately." 

"Where is Mimura-san?" 
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"He had canceled all his other plans for today... Probably in Professor Hayata's research 
lab." 

"They're in danger!" 

Saki exclaimed, and Nanao impatiently tapped his fingers. 


"That's right, probably the next targets will be those two. Mimura's close aides are also 
packed into the lab. But it's unclear. In the early hours of today, the body of a woman 
strangled to death was found in a residential area in K City, S Prefecture. The woman is 
presumed to be Mrs. Mikiko, the wife of Mr. Mitsuha Hayata, a resident. The police are 
investigating Mr. Hayata's whereabouts to question him. Mr. Hayata is a professor at a 
private university, but based on the crime scene, it is considered more likely that a close 
relative is the murderer rather than a burglary. It's time to call for help." 

"Everyone..." 

"I'll go," said Nanao. "I'll go too." "Me too!" 


Maki gazed into space with vacant eyes. In Saki's mind, the face of that drowsy girl who had 
woken up came to mind. A child... 


Sagami stood up hastily. 
"No, it's impossible! We don't have time to send reinforcements there now. It's too late." 
At that moment, Saki's cellphone rang. 


"Alright, let's split the manpower in two. I'll instruct the movement of this base. Nanao, take a 
group and head to Professor Hayata's lab. Let's act immediately." 


"Hello?" 
"Just a moment!" 


Is it Sakurai? 

As Sagami and Nanao started to move, Maki shouted. 
It was the voice of Sosuke Kazama. 

"Where are you now?" 

"In the shelter." 


"There's a shelter, a shelter! Even though there are only non-combatants there, if it's 
attacked, the children will die!" 


"A shelter?" 


"It's on the radio!" She grabbed the radio. 
Saki's voice made the three of them turn around simultaneously. 
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"Here!" They tried multiple frequency bands, but there was no response at all. "It's no use; 
no one is answering. Something must have happened over there." 


"During the mission, we stopped by the shelter and encountered a suspicious unit, leading to 
a firefight. The threat has been eliminated. However, to avoid further danger, everyone 


should evacuate the base." 


"Wait. - There's an enemy attack at the shelter right now, and Kazama repelled it. Where 
should we move the children?" 


The townscape was being colored in strange hues. Sakki and the others were divided 
among five cars. They crossed a bridge over the A River. A few months ago, after shooting 
Shigaki, they crossed this bridge with Kazama. They never thought they would return 
through this bridge. Below the bridge, the river was gradually shining in the reflection of the 
morning sun. 

"Tell them to move to Point Explosion. I'll join there. Detailed explanations later. Let's move 
first! 

"Sakurai, Hayata, come!" 

Nanahara rushed forward. Along with Maki, Saki followed him. 

As she embraced her Kalashnikov, looking at the shining river, she felt the weight of the 
weapon. She had entrusted her beloved Dragunov to Hidemi. In the upcoming location, 
close-quarters combat was inevitable. That's why she chose the Kalashnikov as her 
secondary weapon. Maki, sitting beside her, also held the same gun. Her expression was 
dark, revealing nothing about her inner thoughts. 

Suddenly, Maki spoke up, "Hey, do you know what day it is today?" Saki nodded. 

The sky was an eerie purple. The light of dawn colored the trees. 

"| Know. It's Christmas Eve." 

The car veered off the road. 

Maki, with somber eyes, gazed ahead. 

"The worst Christmas Eve of my life..." 

Words slipped out quietly from her lips. 

The car traveled through a road with hardly any oncoming traffic, heading into the capital. It 
was uncertain whether Mimura and Professor Hayata inside were aware of the situation. 
Without knowing that, they couldn't coordinate. With only Saki's group, they had to neutralize 


the government forces stationed inside, pry open the exit, and escape. 


"What's the route to infiltrate the facility?" 
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Nanao inquired. His voice betrayed a sense of urgency. 


They arrived at the front of the W University Engineering Department in the capital's S 
district when the dashboard clock showed 05:30. 


Even before reaching the university gates, they knew. 


"There are three points, including the main gate. The campus is elongated north to south. 
Probably, the west gate would be the easiest to breach. There are also many coverings like 
the clubhouse," answered Imakura, who was at the driver's seat. 


Nanahara nodded. 


A mysterious roadblock had been set up on the one-way street. Normally, there would be 
early morning delivery trucks in front of the surrounding shops, but they were absent. 
Christmas decorations swayed emptily above the closed shutters. 


Their move had already been anticipated. 


However, the single-lane road leading to the west gate was already closed off by barricades. 
Even from a distance, it was clear that a group of about two squads had secured the area. 


Nanahara made a decision. 


"Let's fire the mortar. We have to seize the initiative and break through unexpectedly. There, 
in front of the main gate, | can see the special vehicles for suppression and the riot police 
transport vehicles. The command vehicle follows, flashing emergency lights. We have no 
choice but to pass through there." 


With a deafening sound, the vehicle shook violently. After a moment of silence, the explosive 
sound of metal being destroyed roared from the front. (They did it.) 


The car came to a stop, and the trunk was opened. There, concealed, were three mortars. 
With Kalashnikovs at the ready, they waited for the right moment. The palpitations of their 
hearts echoed in their ears. 


"Let's go!" (This is war.) 

They swallowed their breath and started running. Kicking up the black asphalt, they moved 
forward with single-minded determination. They couldn't afford to think about anything else. 
They saw government soldiers, knocked down by the surprise attack of mortar shells, lying 
on the road. 

"Move!" 

They had shot many before, but it was merely "neutralizing" individual targets. They hadn't 


truly experienced combat. They had been hiding in elevated positions, picking off targets 
under favorable conditions. This time was different. This was a battle of kill or be killed. 
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EPISODE 17 


Shouts from behind reached them. A car raced past Sakitachi and the others. The driver 
leaped out as the door swung open, and the car collided with the partially closing gate. 
Sparks ran across the vehicle, and in an instant, an explosive roar filled the air. 


Soldiers who were trying to regain their footing were sent flying, visible to Sakitachi. 


She felt her skin moistening. Her fingers gripping the gun felt slippery, and she wiped them 
on her clothes several times. 


(Don't shake. Don't shake!) 
(These guys!) 
Fear dominated Sakitachi. 


She rushed to the side. For the lightly injured soldiers, she used her rifle to provide cover. 


To incapacitate by shooting the thigh. 


Nanahara and Yoneuchi halted, aiming their Kalashnikovs. They anchored the gun barrel at 
the hip, pulled the trigger. 


Ikuhara shouted calmly, "The retreat route is secured. Storm in!" 


Bullets burst out violently, shattering the glass, and the door swung open. Without hesitation, 
they rushed in. 


On both sides of the entrance, there extended a long corridor. The laboratory was on the 
second floor. Sakitachi sprayed the corridors on both sides, and in that opening, the group 
rushed up the main staircase, with Sevenari following closely. 


Wedge-shaped, Sevenari led the charge, and they ran out. The sound of footsteps echoed 
on the concrete-paved road. Somewhere, the firing of rifles was heard. Following that, the 
sound of small stones popping around Sakitachi's surroundings. If they stopped, they would 
become targets. They continued running without looking back. 

Before turning the landing, Yamauchi threw a stun grenade. In the moment they ducked 
down, the explosion filled the surrounding space, and the windows on the landing shattered 
simultaneously. 


They reached the second floor. Half of the team remained at the staircase to secure the rear. 


"The laboratory is to the right!" 
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Following that was a small path surrounded by flower beds. The winter-bare flower beds 
looked pitifully desolate. There was no sign of people in the building beyond. Perhaps due to 
the early morning. Although they couldn't deny the possibility of government soldiers hiding 
inside, they couldn't afford to be fixated on that. They had to reach the low-rise building with 
Hayata's research lab as soon as possible. 


Following Maki's guidance, they rushed into the right-side corridor. The research lab of 
Hayata was near the midpoint of that corridor. Nanao kicked open the door and leaped 
inside. 


The glass door at the entrance of the low-rise building was closed. At the front: 
"Mr. Mimura!" 


"Akira!" 
"| see..." 


With a deep sigh, Mimura closed his eyes. Following that, surprised voices echoed from 
inside the room. Sakis and the others followed Nanahara inside. 


Sakis spoke to Professor Hayata, who continued to stare at the display. 


"Professor!" 

"Professor?" 

"Dad!" 

"Just five more minutes. Give me that much time!" 

Without taking his eyes off the screen, Professor Hayata shouted. 

"Got it, five minutes, right?" He turned towards Nanahara. 

Professor Hayata was staring at the workstation in the center of the room. Surrounding him 
were the close aides of Mihara. Beyond them, Mihara, with a worn-out Kalashnikov slung 
over his shoulder, stood. 

"It's as you heard. It'll take a maximum of five more minutes for the data necessary for the 
project to be transferred. Until we confirm that, we can't leave this place." 

Mihara turned around. His eyes widened. "Nanahara!" 

Maki let out a sorrowful cry. 

"Dad, initiate the file transfer automatically and run, escape!" Professor Hayata's 
gentlemanly demeanor had now turned ghostly. He spoke without even looking at his 
daughter. 

"Mihara-san, hurry! Please escape. This place is completely surrounded. We managed to 
pry open the west gate, but it won't hold for more than a few minutes. We must find a way to 
escape before they regain control." 

"Surrounded?" 

"Yes, completely. Breaking through the front is impossible!" 

"That won't do. They might not have noticed yet, but there's a possibility they'll cut off the 
communication lines. If the host is forcefully terminated, it's all over. Our chance is in this 
one." 

"Only one more time. | have to witness the completion of the transfer no matter what..." 
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Saki's senses tingled with something. Something was coming? 
"Get down!" 


It came. It seemed to hit several windows in the adjacent room. Without delay, another 
vibration followed. Understanding struck. They were shooting like when watering with a 
hose, scattering the hits. If they stayed in one place, they would be hit again. 


Mihara couldn't hide the expression of impatience. "Hayata-san, is it done?" 

"It's finished! I've erased all traces, let's go! What about this room?" 

"It's already wiped clean!" Professor Hayata powered down and stood up. 

Nanahara shouted and dove to the ground. Outside the laboratory window, a dazzling light 
streaked, and in the next moment, the window frame along with the sash caved inward. 
Instantly, the entire window frame swelled, and shattered glass flew inward. One of the close 
aides, baptized in the spray of blood from the carotid artery, collapsed while hemorrhaging. 
Despite being showered in the backflow, Hayata remained fixed on the display. 

The moment they stepped out of the laboratory door, a barrage of gunfire welcomed them 
from the other end of the corridor. 


Yoneuchi rolled to the window, checked the situation, and shouted, "It's heavy artillery! They 
intend to wipe out this building!" 

Bullets were bursting and flying. Right in front of Saki, the corridor wall instantly became 
pockmarked, with numerous bullet marks on the pillars. The acrid smell of gunpowder filled 
the air. 

Before those words could finish, the next impact arrived. 

"Damn it. Too late!" Rolling, Yoneuchi fired the Kalashnikov indiscriminately. Behind the 
barrage of bullets, Mihara and Hayata made their escape. Maki followed after them. 

"The emergency staircase is at the end of the corridor, let's hurry!" Yoneuchi screamed. The 
gunfire was coming from the direction of the staircase where half of their comrades had 
stayed. That meant they had been taken down. Imakura shouted now. 

"The main entrance is compromised!" 

Professor Hayata pointed down the corridor with a sharp gaze. 

The enemies hesitated for a moment, but soon returned fire. Faced with the overwhelming 
difference in firepower, people on their side were falling one after another. 

"Sakurai!" 

"There's an emergency staircase in the building's wrap. If we can make it there..." 

Without waiting for more, Saki leaped down the corridor. In a rolling, low crouch, she slid 
across the linoleum floor. The sound of bullets echoed around her. 

Yoneuchi shouted. She pulled the pin from a hand grenade, threw it alongside, then turned, 
clutching the Kalashnikov, and ran. The ground shook with the explosion behind her. 

(Don't get hit. If you believe you won't get hit, you won't get hit!) 

She leaped into the shadow of a pillar, switched the Kalashnikov to full-automatic, slamming 
the safety catch, and continued pulling the trigger in a seated firing position. Screams 
echoed, and she could see soldiers in front of her falling. 

She sprinted down the metal emergency staircase, descended as if flying, and landed on the 
ground. Without hesitation, she ran towards the west gate. Just fifty meters more. "Trouble, 
we're surrounded!" Professor Hayata screamed. 
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Following him, Yoneuchi burst out from the doorway. 

"Roaring." 

"It's probably packed tightly. We'll blow that up! Amidst that explosion, you guys make your 
escape." 

Soldiers, shooting M rifles wildly, surged from beyond Clubhouse 16. 

(West gate too, has it been taken over?) 

The moment Nanahara heard those words, the color drained from Nanahara's face. 
Probably, the emotion of fear was racing through his body. 

Caught off guard, one after another, the surrounding men fell. To seek cover, they had no 
choice but to circle around behind the building. However, unrelenting gunfire attacked them 
from behind. 

"Yes... but what about Mr. Mihara?" 

Mihara returned a smile. 

Suddenly, Hayata screamed and fell. His forehead dyed deep red, eyes wide open, he 
collapsed face-first on the ground. It's no good. He's mortally wounded. 


"Dad? Daaad!" 

"I'm sorry this time. | rushed things a bit. It's my mistake. Akiya, you guys must absolutely 
survive. And keep on fighting." 

"But, Mr. Mihara..." 

Maki tried to cling to the lifeless body. However, the sound of incoming fire was getting 
louder. Saki, without sentiment, embraced Maki's body. 


Tears welled up in the corners of Nanahara's eyes, rapidly accumulating. It was the first time 
he had seen Nanahara cry. 


The previously silent Mihara opened his mouth, "I'll take care of things from here." 
"Akiya, can you see that single-story building?" 
"Yes, that's..." 


Mihara asserted firmly. He exchanged glances with his close aides. Men with dark faces and 
gleaming eyes nodded in agreement. 


"That's the chemical engineering laboratory. Inside, there are flammable materials." 
Nanahara stared at him, "Mihara-san!" 


Smirking, those hawk-like eyes radiated light. 

"It's fireworks. Big fireworks are going up. Make sure to watch them. It's the last fireworks I'll 
set off in this world," Nanahara shouted, tears staining his cheeks as he embraced the silver 
Kalashnikov with both arms. 


"Mihara-san, let's go! It's not the time for you to die yet." 


"We've fought quite a bit. Killed a lot of government dogs. But even if we kill one or two, this 
country won't change. We need a more massive slaughter. Through that slaughter, we might 
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be able to wake up the eyes of the people even a little. That's my responsibility. But after 
that, carve your path with your own hands," Mihara continued. 


"Mihara-san, still...," but those words had already not reached Mihara's ears. 

Mihara lowered the silver Kalashnikov from his shoulder. Holding it with both hands, he 
offered it to Nanahara, thrusting it forward in front of him. Slowly, Nanahara's arms extended, 
and he grabbed the barrel. 

"It's distant, the path you'll tread. It's too treacherous and too far in this country. But what you 
desire should shine in the place you wish for. Keep living until you grasp it. Until then, never 


look back." 


"Take it. You should know. My doppelganger who fought on various battlefields. This 
Kalashnikov should protect you." 


Mihara said, then ran off. With his close aides, he sprinted without looking back. Despite the 
storm of bullets, Mihara stood up, raised his voice, and began to laugh. Taking a few steps 
forward, he turned around, and Nanahara's back looked enormous. 


Suddenly, Nanahara tried to follow him. Calling out his name at the top of his voice. 


The blast hit with a force as if it could snap one in half. Blown away, scraping the ground with 
her feet, Saki kept running. There was no choice but to move forward. 


"Mihara-san!" 

With a determined will, Saki ran. 

Yoneuchi hugged Nanahara tightly. 

"Akiya, Maki, you guys run too!" 

Mihara's voice echoed in her ears. 

Now, it's just the time to think about surviving. 
"Sakurai-kun, can you protect Akiya?!" 


That voice reminded Saki of what she should do now. Aiming at Nanahara's face, she 
shouted. 


"Let's go! We don't know if Mihara-san's explosion will succeed, but that's our only chance to 
escape! ...Come on!" 


When they arrived here, there were five vehicles in a convoy. But now, only one car 


remained. Inside the car were Nanahara, Yoneuchi, Saki, Maki, and Imakura, who was 
gripping the steering wheel in the driver's seat. 


174 


Taking Maki's bewildered hand, Saki started running. She dashed into the crossfire. Flashes 
of light blinded her eyes, but her feet didn't stop. 


A few seconds later, a torrent of light poured over them from behind. The earth shook 
violently. Along with the scorching heat, Saki's back was... 


Even with the sacrifice of so many personnel, the members who had been with Mihara in 
their actions couldn't be saved. What was the point of the rescue? Faced with the 
overwhelming difference in military strength, it was nothing more than a battle where they 
were slaughtered like insects. 


"Where are you?" 
"Mihara-sa-~..." 


Nanahara coughed, holding the worn-out Kalashnikov. Saki looked at Maki, who was sitting 
in the passenger seat. There were no words to console Maki, who had lost both parents in a 
short period. 


"| don't know. But it seems they've gathered everything in the central part of this S district! 
Probably, only places with a lot of people. If we blow up a place like this, hundreds, maybe 
thousands of non-combatants will become casualties!" 


"As expected." 
Nanahara spoke, his voice filled with bitterness. 


Contrary to expectations, Maki's expression was not that of someone disheartened. On the 
contrary, she opened the screen of the handheld PC she had brought and stared at it 
intently. 


"Strange, the explosion points are different!" 

"What's wrong, Maki?" 

"Mihara-san deceived us too. The target wasn't the government's data server from the 
beginning. He aimed for densely populated areas, intending to carry out a large-scale 
slaughter and terror." 


Instinctively, | called out through the seat. Maki turned around. Her eyes were bloodshot. 

An uneasy fear crawled over me. My voice rose. 

"Maki, when is the explosion scheduled?" 

"It's weird. According to the plan, the explosion points were supposed to be unmanned radio 
facilities of the mobile phone company, but when | checked just now, those points have been 


moved." 
"10:00. It's set to explode simultaneously with the opening of each facility, causing panic..." 
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A chill ran down my spine. The conversation between Nanahara and Sakai came to mind as 
if it were happening now. 


In Saki's mind, a haunting scene surfaced. 

The human body shattered by the explosion. 

The blast raged, knocking people down. 

Face pressed against the dashboard, Maki continued to scream, "What is happening!" 
From above, shards of shattered glass rained down. 

And poisonous gas robbed the remaining lives of those who couldn't escape -. 

The screams of people echoed. It transformed into a scream from Saki's mouth. 

But Saki couldn't blame Maki. Maki's world had collapsed in just one day. Her parents were 
killed, and the place she called home vanished in an instant. The Maki here now was 
different from the Maki of yesterday. Like Saki, Maki had lost her family. 

It was natural for her to curse the world. 

"| have to stop it! It's unforgivable to involve non-combatants." 

Why me, why myself? 

"No...," there's probably no one to answer that question. 

Maki muttered quietly. 

| can only hate. | can only fill the world with words of curse. 

"Is it for real, Papa's final mission. He died for that... to nullify that sacrifice..." 

"But, Maki..." 

"Stop the car," Nanahara instructed. 

"Maki!" 

Imakura pulled the car to the side of the road and stopped. 

"Everyone, everyone should just disappear! This country, this city, everything—" 
Silence fell in the car. All eyes focused on Nanahara's face. 

Nanahara spoke quietly, and there was a solemnity in his tone. Miku wasn't the only one who 
had lost a loved one. Nanahara, too, had been preceded by the precious existence of 


someone named Mimura. 


Miku raised her face, and in the silence, Sakis stared at her. Miku's lips parted. 
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"But you see, we can't stop." 
"Can't stop..." 


"Hayata, | understand how you feel. But don't forget, your father's life is one life, but the lives 
that are about to be lost are also invaluable. Can we, in our selfishness, take those lives 
away?" 

Was that what Professor Hayata desired...?" 


Maki, still lying face down, remained motionless. 


"Yes, the activation switch to operate the entire system isn't here at my fingertips. Originally, 
it should have been a timed device set at the entrance of the closed system, as it was 
supposed to operate within that closed system." 


Imakura cautiously interjected, "So, that means..." 


"Professor Hayata probably didn't know until the end how his program would be used. 
Destroying the government's personal information database server, obstructing the IP 
law—that's probably what the professor wanted, right? Unfortunately, Mihara and the others 
tampered with that program and used it as a multi-point explosive device control program. 
Are you going to leave it like that? Will Professor Hayata be satisfied?" Nanahara stared at 
Maki. In those eyes, there was deep sorrow. 


"Yes. It's like a mole-like software that infiltrates somewhere in the system. Once the mole is 
launched, we can't control it from our end. It activates the system on its own, so we can't..." 


"Can't intervene." 

Yanauchi coughed with a dazed voice. 

"So, does that mean we just have to sit back and watch?" 

"Even if their workplaces are shielded, the computers they use at home aren't, right? Did you 
make them download the mole at home and bring it to their workplaces?" 


"What do you mean? Can you explain a bit more?" Suddenly, something clicked in Saki's 
mind. 


Straining his voice, Nanahara asked, "You mentioned conducting experiments infiltrating 
local communities and corporate databases." 


"The biggest obstacle when slipping through the firewall is a completely isolated 
environment, meaning a physically unwired environment. There's only one way to get 
through that: manually introducing a mole to a terminal inside the firewall or at the boundary 
line." 


"Is that even possible?" 


"It is." 
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A dark glint appeared in Maki's eyes. 

"Computers used by employees working within the firewall are completely secure." 

"Yes. Although you can't externally access a personnel directory with personal information, 
you can find the names of some employees in internal publications or on display at service 
counters, right? Using those names, we sent moles to the addresses where they have 
internet service contracts—disguised as cute wallpaper software. If you download it onto a 
floppy disk and bring it into the office, it's done. If that person installs it on the office terminal, 
it functions as the activation switch." 

"Has the download been completed?" 


Imakura's throat rumbled. 


| checked the time. It's almost seven o'clock. In three hours, the tragedy will unfold. Stopping 
it is beyond our ability. 


Nanahara sighed. 


"Well, we have no choice. Let's split up and contact relevant authorities by phone. Since we 
can't intervene directly, the only option is to have them search under enemy hands." 


At those words, Maki hesitated. 

"But if we do that..." 

"There was a tracking feature, so we know. It was downloaded by several hundred people. 
With this many, someone is sure to bring it into the office. Once that happens, it won't stop. 
At 10:00, the moles will start running, activating the system. What Papa and | programmed 
were viruses for destroying the database server and explosive device activation software 
that synchronizes with its carrier. So, | don't know exactly how they've been modified. But 
surely, they've undergone severe alterations." 


Her voice choking up, Maki nodded. 


"It will likely be traced back. But there's no other choice. We can do some level of disguise. 
Make as many calls as possible, right up to the limit." 


"Is there really no other option?" 
Umihashi looked dumbfounded. 
"It's better than doing nothing. Better than regretting not doing it!" 


"Do we not know who the software was spread to?" 
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"We don't know. The software distribution work was supposed to be done in Papa's lab. | 
believe Three-Mura's subordinates were dividing the work." 


Nanahara grabbed Umihashi's arm. His eyes still seemed lifeless. 


Silence enveloped the car. Sakis heart felt desolate, but within that desolation, a glimmer of 
hope appeared. 


A sense of futility permeated the air. Each action seemed to be in vain. 


Having completed everything, Nanahara turned to Sakis and said, "This is all that's left. And 
we couldn't even stop the worst-case scenario." 


"Yeah," Sakis nodded. "Reports are coming in." 
For the next three hours, they changed locations constantly, making phone calls at various 
places. Even if it was just fora moment, preventing phone tracebacks was impossible. 


Tobashi's mobile phone had its limits in terms of security. 


Nanahara's knees gave way. His body seemed to collapse, and he slumped to the ground. 
Maki screamed and rushed towards him. 


Umihashi approached, extending a hand. 


Point Explosion was the last resort where "Asia at Dawn" would take refuge when facing a 
crisis. lt was where Umihashi and the others had been waiting. 


"Are you okay?" 
"Yeah, just a bit drained. But..." 


They left the national highway and ascended a narrow forest road. At the end, there was a 
small hill surrounded by deciduous trees. Hidden beyond it was their camouflaged hideout. 


Umihashi and Kazama welcomed them halfway up the hill. Nanahara looked around at Saki 
and the others. His expression caused an ache in her chest involuntarily. 


Umihashi and Kazama met them on the slope. Nanahara's expression was fragile, with a 
filmy glaze over his eyes, and the light within dimmed. Collapse seemed imminent. With 
wandering eyes, Nanahara continued to cough. 


They parked the car and concealed it in the thickets of the forest. All of them covered the car 
with dried branches and bamboo grass to camouflage it. Just the act of doing this work 
added an indescribable weariness to their already exhausted bodies. 


"He started to roll out. 


"| couldn't do anything... | could only fight helplessly..." 
"The most painful part is losing the place to go back to... The children." 
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EPISODE 18 


"That's not true!" Saki shouted. 


The person seems to be on the verge of breaking down. 

Sakai nodded as well. 

"That's right," Sakai agreed. "We're all orphans who lost the adults we could rely on. But 
even without the protection of adults, we can still live. Let's rebuild the ideal organization with 
our own hands." 

Seizing Sakai's gaze, Sakai looked at Sakai, then at Yamauchi, Imakura, Maki, and Saki. 
The flames returned to his eyes. 

"Let's rename the organization," Sakai said. "We'll start over with these seven. The name of 
our new organization will be 'Wild Seven." 

"Sakai, you've done everything you could. There was an overwhelming difference in military 
strength. It couldn't be helped. But the people who are left here survived, didn't they? Let's 
start over. Let's start fresh from scratch. We've all experienced firsthand what the 
consequences of choosing any means can be, and we, as companions, know best what BR 
can be for anyone. What BR can be the most painful for." 

Sakai grasped Sakai's outstretched hand. Leaning on it, he stood up. Words came out of his 
slightly parted lips. 

The cries of mountain birds could be faintly heard in the distance. The surroundings fell 
silent, and not even the sound of cars in the distance could be heard. The sunlight 


"A voice echoed from the ground. Nanao's shoulders twitched. 

The rain poured down, creating a dark shadow at the feet of the seven. The shadow was 
black and dense. 

The second hand of the clock was approaching relentlessly. Saki couldn't look away from her 
wristwatch. Everyone there was fixated on the clock. 

Did the report make it in time? Or did it not? 

Saki silently prayed for something." 


- | have just received the news. Around 10:01 a.m. today, it appears that the Capital 
Government Building in Capital District S has been bombed by unidentified individuals. The 
damage from the explosion is extensive, causing the entire building to tilt, and collapse has 
begun. The exact extent of the damage is unknown, and the number of casualties is yet to 
be determined. If you are in the vicinity, please evacuate immediately. | repeat, according to 
the just-received news... 

Maki coughed. 

"10:00." 

Seventh-generation Akiya Sakai collapsed, his knees giving way, and he slumped to the 
ground. The shadows at his feet became a gaping hole, swallowing the souls of the seven. 
The moment arrived surprisingly quickly. The second hand pointed to twelve and then 
detached itself calmly. 

No one tried to speak. The moment words were born, the spell was broken, and it felt like 
this world was coming to an end. 

- We bring you this special news bulletin. 
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From the radio turned on by Kazama, the announcer's voice suddenly came. 

"They send hot water from the heat source to each building. By blocking the steam inside the 
pipes, they triggered a massive explosion, causing a sympathetic detonation in the 
surrounding gas and electrical piping systems. The blast passed through the open spaces, 
erupting and plunging the entire building into a fiery hell. Subsequently, the second explosive 
charge occurred, melting the structure in one fell swoop and causing the building, now 
lacking support, to collapse." 

The damage to the Capital Government Building far exceeded imagination. The news source 
for Saki and the others hiding in the mountains was only the radio, but even so, the scale of 
the damage was effectively conveyed. 


The fifty-story building with seven underground floors was almost annihilated. The middle of 
the structure was burned due to the fire, leading to a complete collapse of the upper floors. 


The number of staff at the Capital Government Building was approximately three thousand, 
and considering the time on a weekday morning at 10:00, it was believed that almost 
everyone had lost their lives. It was challenging to estimate the scale of the damage, 
especially considering the victims in the underground subway station on the fifth floor and 
tourists visiting the building, whose identities were difficult to confirm. Furthermore, ironically, 
it was Christmas Eve on that day. A day meant for joy and celebration was turned into a 
memorial day of terror by the act of terrorism. 


A small amount of explosive was effectively planted. Not only were critical points of the 
structure blown up, but the explosion also blocked the underground heat conduits. In the 
central part of the city, a centralized heating system was adopted, and this act directly 
damaged the pride and prestige of the nation. 

The wounded beast, desperate to retaliate, is considered more dangerous than an 
unharmed one. The Commissioner General of the National Police used such a metaphor to 
request the approval of a bill allowing riot police to be equipped with heavy weapons, and 
the bill was unusually swiftly approved in a special session of the National Diet. Additionally, 
as a measure against the crime of national treason, the military was granted the authority to 
use force within the mainland. 


The day after the incident, a person claiming to be Seiya Nanahara, also known as Shuya 
Nanahara, sent a statement to the nationwide press and media. The government responded 
promptly. Despite Seiya Nanahara being seventeen years old and a minor, the media was 
urged to report his real name. This was because his actions were deemed to violate the BR 
Law and constitute the crime of national treason. As a result, Nanahara's real name and 
unmasked photo were extensively covered in the media, which was an unusual occurrence. 


Television broadcasts featured critical programs against the heinous terrorism daily, and 
public opinion polls showed a drastic increase in government support. Extraordinary 
measures were even allowed against former members of the old "Asian Dawn" organization, 
leading to the indictment and arrest of members who had already left the organization on 
minor charges. 
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Non-violent support, such as financial aid from overseas support organizations, was also 
targeted in crackdowns. All domestic assets of these organizations were frozen, and real 
estate was seized. 


Seiya Nanahara was subject to a nationwide wanted order, and a special task force for 
counter-terrorism was established within the Public Security Bureau of the Metropolitan 
Police Department. As a result, an unprecedented number of police officers, ranging from 
three to five thousand, were summoned from across the country, initiating the largest-scale 
manhunt in history. 


The most tragic victims were the families who had adopted children through "Asian Dawn." 
The organization had conducted adoptions, and these families faced devastating 
consequences. 

It was even evaluated as a "democratic holy war" against the organization, and as a result, 
criticism of the policy against "Dawn of Asia" disappeared from the international stage. 
Naturally, other resistance organizations were also attacked relentlessly, crumbling and 
dispersing without a trace. 


Children who became victims of the BR law, losing their guardians, were secretly introduced 
to childless couples and adopted as their own. However, even this route was exposed, and 
the couples who adopted the children were implicated in post facto charges of rebellion, 
resulting in successive arrests. The children who had found a semblance of stability were 
separated from their foster parents and incarcerated in the government's correctional 
facilities. 


"It was all for nothing." 


Of course, most of these crackdown actions were reported with real names, and those who 
resisted searches were often shot on the spot. Naturally, these victims were buried in 
darkness, disguised as suicides or deaths from illness. Within a week after the incident, a 
vast number of detainees dominated newspaper headlines. 


While society was frenziedly hunting terrorists, Seiya Nanahara and his group had to hunker 
down in their hideout, quietly enduring the waves of thorough investigations. The news that 
troubled the hearts of the members the most was the crackdown on adopted children and 
their parents, but they had no choice but to grit their teeth and endure even that. 


"Wings?" 

In response to Taki's words, Saki asked for clarification. 

"Yes. Over the past few years, anti-BR law sentiment has certainly been rising. International 
human rights protection organizations like Amnesty criticized the government's hardline 
stance, but the government showed no signs of softening. On the contrary, a certain major 
nation proclaiming itself the ‘guardian of democracy’ praised the government's intense 


investigation as ‘international counterterrorism.” 


Taki said bluntly. 
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"The pendulum had swung. While it hadn't reached the point of supporting illegal activities, 
the number of citizens who felt that this law was flawed had been increasing. However, with 
this terrorist attack, the pendulum swung back all at once. Public opinion, stating that 
anti-government organizations represented by ‘Asia's Dawn' were evil, intensified, and Seiya 
Nanahara was adorned with an image akin to that of a demon king. The clock had been set 
back more than ten years!" 

"With so many arrests, not a single word about Ushizaki's name is reported. It's strange, 
right? He was once called a high-ranking member of ‘Asia's Dawn." He sold us out. In 
exchange for his safety. The list of adopted children, which should never have leaked, was 
exposed by him. At one point, he even dealt with the roster of adoption facilitation." 

The sound of a fist pounding on the table drew the attention of those around. 

"Everything has become futile." 

"Is it because of him that both Dad and Mom were killed?" 

Seventh sighed vacantly. 

"But, who could have issued that statement of responsibility?," voiced Imamura. 

Maki coughed with a trembling voice. Since the incident, Maki had lost her liveliness and 
often fell silent with vacant eyes. Taking care of the children was left entirely to Chizuru and 
Mai, who came from the shelter. 

"Of course, it couldn't have originated from here. But at the same time, there's no way for 
outsiders to know that the organization's leader has shifted to Akiya-kun. What on earth is 
behind this...?" 

Regarding the deaths of Professor Hayata and his wife, perhaps because it was 
inconvenient for the public to know that the couple was sympathetic to a terrorist 
organization, the organization took Mrs. Hayata hostage, and the professor was made to 
bear the burden...) 


Left Hai turned around. 


"The official announcement states that Ushizaki forced Professor Hayata and his wife to 
create the bombing program and killed them both as soon as it was completed." 


"Escape route?" 
Akiya nodded in response to that question. 
"Damn, where is that bastard?! Find him and tear him apart every five minutes!" 


"There is a way, but it's a dangerous one." 
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Seventh slapped the enraged Yamauchi on the shoulder. 
A dangerous path. 


In the current state of the country, there should have been no place welcoming them with 
open arms. 


"Let's put that aside for now, Yamauchi. It's too late for that. Chasing after him won't improve 
the situation. Instead, let's prioritize escaping from here and establishing a new base." 


Saki watched over Seventh. 
(He's not dead yet.) 


"Akiya," Left Hai hesitated as he opened his mouth. Since they restarted as ‘Wild Seven,’ 
everyone had started using that name to address him. 


"What should we do about the children? It's a harsh way to put it, but they could become a 
hindrance, and above all... it involves danger. Are we taking them with us?" 


That's what Saki thought. She had decided in her heart that as long as Seventh moved 
forward, she would follow him. As survivors of the same BR, they would do whatever they 
could for this world. Besides that, she couldn't see any other path for her to live. 

Silence fell again. All eyes were focused on Akiya. 

"Saki," unexpectedly, he called out. "What do you think?" 

(It's not just me. Everyone here shares the same fate.) 

"| can't just abandon them. Left Hai, what about you?" 


"|..." He hesitated for a moment. But the answer had been clear from the beginning. 


Left Hai shrugged. "It can't be helped. It'll be a tough journey, though. An escape while 
protecting the children." 


"| have a plan for that," Akiya said, spreading out a map. Everyone gathered around. 


"In the police organization of this country, there's a position called ‘career post.’ It's the head 
of the police headquarters in a major designated city." 


"| don't want to leave everyone behind. It might sound naive, but we're all 'Wild Seven’ 
comrades. First of all, we know well what kind of terrible things the government might do to 
the children taken in as adoptees. We can't leave them behind. Like us, those kids have lost 
the homes they should return to; they are foster children." 


Akiya looked around at everyone's faces. 
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He listed city names, pointing to each one. "What if there are sightings of Akiya Nanahara in 
each of these cities?" 


"Is everyone in agreement?" 
"The manpower gathered in the capital now should not be dispersed." 
"Agreed." 


Maki replied. Akiya nodded at Yamauchi's words. Looking at each face, he continued 
speaking. 


"That's the goal. Make the police believe we've escaped from the capital, hollowing out the 
metropolitan area. In that opening, take the children and escape. To amplify the idea of 
losing parents is a terrible experience for children. If we leave them here, those kids will feel 
abandoned this time. Experiencing such feelings, the children will—" 

To raise their spirits, the group disbanded. When Saki stood up, she felt a tap on her 
shoulder. She turned around to see a familiar figure. A figure she hadn't seen in weeks due 


to their continuous actions. 


Under the moonlight, Kazama was waiting. She remembered they hadn't seen each other's 
faces for weeks due to their continuous actions. 


"The task of taking the children and escaping is entrusted to Maki and Saki. The rest of 
us—Akiya, Left Hai, Ima Kyurei, Yamauchi, Kazama, the five of us will split up into different 
regions and deploy guerrilla tactics for rear support. Many support organizations are likely 
already crushed. It's going to be a challenging escape, but can everyone endure it?" 
"We're up for it." 

"Sakurai, I'm leaving tomorrow. | have a favor to ask. Will you hear me out?" 


Yamauchi laughed and embraced Akiya's shoulder. 


Without asking for details, Saki nodded. Kazama pulled an envelope from his pocket and 
handed it to her. 


"I'm the kind of idiot who, being stuck in the mountains without Knowing what's going on, 
would get overheated and helpless. I've been waiting for someone to take action." 


"So, what's the final meeting point?" 


"Listen, if nothing happens within a week of my departure, open this. Then, read what's 
inside." 


Ima Kyurei asked, "Just that? If nothing happens, read what? What's supposed to happen?" 
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Seven pointed to a location on the national map. 
"N Prefecture's Battleship Island!" 


"You should know what's supposed to happen if you've been keeping up with the news. As 
for what to do after reading it, that's up to my..." 


The meeting concluded, and everyone headed to their respective sleeping quarters. 
"It's not an order. You should know what to do, right? This might be the only way | can put it, 
but will you do me this favor?" 


Under the starry sky, Saki traced the location of the Big Dipper. Known as a guide for sailors, 
she hoped it would also guide them on their path. 


Saki nodded again. Kazama, slightly bowing his head, started to return indoors. Then, as if 
remembering something, he spoke. 


"Also, I'm sorry. | never expected to involve you so much. Can you forgive me?" 
Saki smiled wryly and shook her head. 


As promised the night before, Kazama departed the next morning. He didn't exchange words 
with his comrades, not even a simple farewell. From the next day onwards, at intervals, one 
by one, the men left. Left for the journey. Left for whatever awaited them. Left for battleship 
island. The last to depart was Left Sea. He gathered those left behind, apologized for leaving 
the responsibility behind, and the last words they exchanged were, "Let's meet at Battleship 
Island." 

"You're not yourself apologizing like that. There's no need to apologize. It couldn't be helped, 
and now I'm also a member of 'Wild Seven." It might sound strange, but I'm grateful to have 
joined such a group." 


Kazama nodded once again and returned indoors. A week later, at noon, while listening to 
the radio, Saki was shocked by the news. 


"Early this morning, there was a shooting incident at the K Detention Center, and the 
detainee, suspect Tetsuo Ushizaki, who was hit by a stray bullet, has died. Ushizaki, who 


was detained on charges of tax evasion..." 


Saki felt a strange sensation. The words flowed effortlessly and naturally from her heart 
without any conscious effort, but they accurately expressed her current state of mind. 


"Don't die!" 
She silently called out without vocalizing it. However, she understood that he had information 


related to the recent bombing at the Metropolitan Government Building, and the Metropolitan 
Police had been talking to him as a person of interest. It was speculated that Ushizaki had 
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chosen to be detained on his own accord, seeking protection from retaliation by the terrorist 
organization, fearing for his safety. 

Currently, beneath Saki's eyes, a desolate landscape unfolds. Clusters of abandoned 
buildings scattered here and there, stairs beginning to crumble, and the tracks of a mining 
cart buried in tall weeds, all visible from the elevated vantage point where Saki stands. 


It wasn't an accident; it was Kazama. Kazama sniped him. The detention center, isolated 

from its surroundings, was the target, and only Kazama could have taken the shot. When 
Kazama asked Saki for a favor, he must have intended to entrust her with the aftermath in 
case he failed. 


Battleship Island, located in the remote sea of N Prefecture, harbors the headquarters of 
‘Wild Seven' in its central part. On the top floor, the third floor, a sniper's nest had been set 
up by Saki and Kazama. Saki aimed the Dragunov rifle at the scope and once again 
assumed a firing position. 


A year had passed since that incident. Fortunately, without any casualties among the 
members of 'Wild Seven’ and the children, they had all managed to gather on Battleship 
Island. Additional supporters joined during their escape, and they were ready to fight again. 


Saki reached into her breast pocket, retrieving an unopened envelope. Kazama had turned 
to Saki because she was a sniper trained by him. Without informing anyone else in 'Wild 
Seven,’ they left a message only understood by fellow snipers, sealed in the unopened 
envelope. 

The lineup was complete, at least in terms of manpower. 


On the island, the only living things were rats and domesticated dogs and cats that had been 
abandoned and turned feral by the islanders. 


The conclusion reached by Akuya was to barricade themselves on the island and regroup. 
However, things didn't always go as planned. What was different from the days of ‘Asia's 
Dawn' was the attitude of the enemy. The government was earnestly trying to crush 'Wild 
Seven.' Consequently, there was no real fight on the mainland, and as initially planned, they 
had to escape to this Battleship Island. At least, so far, neither the police nor the military had 
pursued them. 

For example, there were logistical challenges, such as the supply of weapons and 
ammunition essential for continuing the resistance and, above all, the critical need for food. 
Resupplying these items domestically proved difficult. Initially, they relied on support from 
overseas organizations, but due to the naval blockade, even that support had ceased in 
recent months. They found themselves in a state of complete siege. They could hold out for 
another month at best, and everyone knew that if a full-scale attack occurred, they would be 
in dire straits. 


Battleship Island was an abandoned coal mining island from the mid-1970s. As the country 
decided to significantly reduce its coal policy, coal mines were closed one after another. 
Battleship Island was one of them. It was said that at one time, six hundred households lived 
on this small piece of land, and the crowded residences gave the island its name because 
they resembled the ancient battleships. 
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(One day, that day will come.) 

What they realized upon landing was that the island was indeed uninhabited. Over thirty 
years had passed, and most of the houses from that time were buried under accumulated 
dust. 


It wasn't so much a premonition as a resignation to a fate already accepted that dominated 
Battleship Island. This didn't necessarily determine what would happen next. For the time 
being, they had... 


There's no choice but to live through the immediate present. The enemy forces should have 
already been significantly reduced. The original number of troops was too small to attack an 
opponent who was originally entrenched. It was a situation that sane units would have 
retreated from long ago. 


They started living day by day, and today, they faced an enemy attack from the coastline. A 
war that sane individuals would not engage in. Those words lingered in Saki's mind. 

This battle brings something to mind. The soldiers were advancing with a strange, almost 
suicidal method — a sudden assault by only six boats. Initially, due to its recklessness, it was 
thought to be mere reconnaissance, causing a delay in responding to the attack. 

However, the six boats ignored Akiya's warning and entered the bay. In response, the sniper 
team led by Saki and Kazama engaged in a show of force. Thanks to their precise shooting, 
two of the boats quickly lost their helmsmen and exploded in flames. 


As the attackers finally approached the point where they could reach the hideout, Saki was 
once again called upon. In the battlefield, snipers were primarily a supporting force. By 
aiming deep into the enemy's territory and eliminating key figures, they aimed to destabilize 
the enemy forces. This time, Saki was tasked with the mission of eliminating the person 
believed to be the commander of the enemy forces. 


However, to their surprise, the remaining four boats did not retreat. Instead, they forcefully 
landed on the sandy beach and rushed towards the hideout building. 


This was nothing short of a declaration of war. 

Saki set up the Dragunov, placing her body beneath the parapet, assuming a firing position. 
She rested her right index finger on the trigger, firmly pressed her palm against the stock, 
and supported the stock from below with her left hand. 

Six hours had passed since the start of the battle. 

There, gleaming in the darkness, was exactly what they all recognized. 


(A collar!) 


Saki, Akiya, and the majority of the Wild Seven members had experienced the collars they 
had worn around their necks — explosive collars designed to execute escapees. 
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Saki pressed the stock against her right cheek, fixing it between her right jaw and the stock. 
Her left hand supported the stock from below, gripping her right elbow for additional support. 
In this position, she awaited the moment when the opponent would enter the effective range, 
ready to squeeze the trigger. She couldn't afford to make a single move to prevent any 
change in her field of vision. She relaxed all the muscles in her body, focusing her motor 
skills solely on her right index finger. 


This was a BR game. 
"Don't!" 
(They're here!) 


With a shout, Saki jumped up. 


The enemy force was rushing up. A reckless charge. They would enter the range 
soon—very soon. 
Now, the trigger... 


Saki's body momentarily stiffened. In that instant, the target slipped through her field of 
vision, and the adjusted reticle went out of the effective range. 


It was a large room. The originally placed furnishings were gone, and the center was left as 
a completely empty space. The faded color of the walls. The ceiling was high, but 
spiderwebs clung thickly to the lighting fixtures, rendering them useless. 


(A child?) 


What appeared on the other side of the reticle was the face of a boy, still with a trace of 
innocence. Moreover, that collar... 


Whenever sunlight streamed in through the window, particles of dust glimmered and floated 
in the air. In one corner of the room, there were information devices like computers and 
measuring instruments. 


"Child?" 

"You know, there are these peculiar folks in the world called urban explorers. Before 
Nanahara and the others came, this place used to be a popular spot for urban explorers 
from all over the country." 

"It's a map made by the folks who explored the interior, circulating around," Mai explained. 
"Near the residence of one of their executives, we can find the remains of the office building 
where Nanahara and the others are holed up. If we go straight through there, it should lead 
us to the area. It's likely the path White Collar employees used to take to the office. Grass 
has grown wildly between the cobblestones. Mai and the others kicked it aside as they ran. 
Once they reached a place with a clear view of the hideout's building, they hid behind 
something. 


"Some people have unusual hobbies. Perhaps, Nakasaka, are you also an urban explorer?" 


"How do you get into the building?" 
whispered the rear Hepartner. 
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EPISODE 19 


"Thanks to that, we got a chance. No need for a man to complain," Hasegawa Tatsuhiko said 
with a smirk, the one who, along with Arina Niimi, was supposed to have died in the 
explosion. 

"Exactly. All's well that ends well. No problem." 

"There should be an employee's nighttime entrance at the back of the building." 

"From there, you can sneak into the underground passage and reach the inner courtyard. | 
saw it on the navigation system, but that entrance isn't listed. Probably, wnen Nanahara and 
the others holed up, they couldn't access the blueprints stored in the original company. 
Understandable. It's a coal mining company that went under over thirty years ago." 

"| see. But how do you know that?" 

Female No. 12, Maho Nosaka 

Male No. 12, Shotaro Higasa 

Female No. 11, Reina Niimi 

Male No. 11, Tatsuhiko Hasegawa 

It wasn't much of a problem. The function remained unchanged. 

It was pure chance that Maho noticed the mistake in attaching their collars. 

Regardless of which collar they wore, the collar would explode based on time and location. 
Boom. That fact remained the same. 

On the bus, Maho had swapped seats with Reina and sat next to Tatsuhiko Hasegawa in the 
back row. It was because she thought Reina, who had few friends, might want to talk to Miki 
Ikeda. Then, everyone on the bus was put to sleep, and they were brought to Battleship 
Island. 

But this was different in the game. The fact that collars with the same attendance numbers 
were paired meant it had significance—whose collar it was. If everyone thought the person 
next to them was their partner, they might be mistaken. 

As they were taken off the bus and changed into camouflage uniforms, Maho discovered her 
name and attendance number written on the back of Reina's collar. 

They made a mistake. 

She wondered if she could cleverly use this information. Since the beginning of the game, 
Maho had been desperately thinking about how to use that information. 


They aren't meticulously comparing the students’ faces with their photos and putting on 
collars one by one. They likely blindly followed Riki's words that the bus seating order was 
based on attendance numbers and mechanically attached the collars. 


During a walk in the bushes, Maho secretly confided in Tatsuhiko Hasegawa and decided to 
seize the opportunity together. When it was decided that Teams 1 and 2 would launch a 
simultaneous all-out attack, they took a one in eight chance. 


In previous BR games, if there was a mistake in attaching the collars, they would use the 
other classmates as a shield and take advantage of the opportunity to attack Seven Akuya 
from behind. 

Amidst the roars of the battlefield, Maho continued to pray. Ideally, everyone would be 
annihilated. 
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In the illusion that the terrorists had wiped out the enemy and let their guard down, Maho 
and the others saw an opportunity. Riki said to kill Seven Akuya. There was no need to wipe 
out all the terrorists; the target was solely Seven Akuya. They could use any cowardly 
means to kill him and become the winners of the game. 


When Maho and Tatsuhiko confirmed the death of Rina Niimi, who should have been 
Tatsuhiko Hasegawa's partner, they became confident of victory. 


Tatsuhiko's collar didn't ring. 

In this game, unlike conventional BR games, there was no need to take the lives of one's 
classmates willingly. However, by changing the perspective of the game, a completely 
different way of playing could be discovered. Many might consider a Trump card game to be 
won by discarding their own hand first. However, looking at it differently, it becomes a game 


where one prevents others from playing their cards and makes them self-destruct. 


This BRI game meant that Maho and Tatsuhiko would survive at the expense of the lives of 
the other forty students. 


"| found it. That's it." 

Instead, unexpectedly, Shota Hikasa's collar at the rear of the second team suddenly 
exploded. He probably didn't understand why he died. Amidst the intense battle, others in 
the second team couldn't distinguish whether they died from the collar explosion or a direct 
hit from a mortar. 

Maho and Tatsuhiko could now leave the formation feeling relieved. 

Tatsuhiko, with keen eyesight, noticed it first. Behind the Ajito building, there was a recess, 
partly buried in the grass. It wasn't just a recess; there was a semi-underground emergency 


exit there. 


He stopped, frustrated, "There, it's an entrance to the underground passage." 
Maho tried to speak, but Sakimichi was quicker than him. 


Tatsuhiko patted Maho's shoulder and readied his gun, then dashed toward Slilo. 
"What's wrong, Saki? Why didn't you shoot?" 


"No, they're not soldiers. They're... different. They're not soldiers; they're middle school 
students. This is their Battle Royale game!" 


Despite being a self-centered man, he was indeed reliable in times like these. Maho smirked 
and followed him. 


"What do you mean?" 
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Sakurai Saki, with the Dragunov in her arms, rushed down the stairs of the sniper's platform. 
"| saw it. Through the scope, | could see collars around their necks. | couldn't distinguish that 
during the initial shot, but now | can. They're not soldiers; they're middle schoolers. This is 


their BR game!" 


She needed to convey this information quickly. For some reason, the opponents dressed as 
soldiers were not real soldiers. 


"BR game..." 


They were undoubtedly middle schoolers. Those collars. The same BR game collars that 
Saki, Yoneuchi, Kazama, Imakin, and now Akito had worn. 


Left## was dumbfounded by those words. "But what does that even mean?" 
"| don't know! What should we do? What about Akito?" 
"Akito is in the hall." 


The reason was unknown. But whatever it was, it couldn't be good. Under the stairs, there 
was Lefti##, cradling his Kalashnikov. 


Leftif#'s face became determined. 
"Meeting a kid for the first time on this island... What a strange feeling." 


"All right. I'll go get Akito. You go downstairs and try to stop everyone from firing. Akito 
should be leading down there." 


"Got it!" 

Turning away from Lefti#, Saki started running. The child who had entered the adjacent 
room crawled under the collapsed rafters and moved on to the next room. Following closely 
behind, Takuuma kicked aside obstructing wall materials, and as he stepped into that 
room— 


His foot met nothing but air. 


From behind the debris, a girl appeared and, upon seeing Takuuma and the others, turned 
around and started running. 


"Wait!" 


For a moment, their bodies seemed to float, and then the descent began. He reached out his 
hand instinctively. Nothing to grab onto. Falling. 


Aiming the gun, Naho hugged the rifle to her chest, preparing for the impact of the fall. 
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"Idiot! You're just a kid!" 

There was a loud splash. 

Kyouko shouted, forcing Naho to lower her rifle. 

"What should we do, Kurosawa?" 

"Follow her!" 

Their bodies became completely soaked. Their vision was blocked, and gritty water splashed 
into their mouths. Grabbing debris sinking to the bottom, they desperately pulled themselves 
up. Standing up, they realized the water only reached their waist. 

Yes, the rifle was there. Holding the butt against her left side, she raised it and began to 
follow the small figure, kicking debris as she moved down the corridor. 

Placed in the dark, hindered by the light, it was difficult to see clearly, but there was a sense 
that a large crowd of people was gathered behind. Taking a firing position, | shouted. The 
surroundings were shrouded in dim darkness, and no human figures were visible. 

"We're done... Naoto! Masami! Haruya!" 

Kurosawa gritted his teeth. 

"Who the hell are they...?" 

The voice echoed. 

"Drop your weapons! We've got you surrounded. Surrender your weapons!" 

There was a figure. 

A rush of light attacked. The retina burned. The stunned figures of Nobuma and others 
standing around emerged here and there. Covered in black sewage from head to toe, they 


looked like the undead. 


Suddenly, Shiori threw herself backward. She aimed towards the unilluminated blind spot, 
leaping through the sewage. 


"Drop your weapons!" 

A voice came from above. Looking up in that direction, gunshots rang out. 
"Kitano!" 

Shiori stood there, a look of disdain on her face. 


The rifle had disappeared from her hand. 
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My vision blurred. It was a spotlight. The individuals who had rushed in from the upper floors 
where Takuma and the others had crashed earlier were now illuminating us with a powerful 
light source. 


Gunfire from above knocked the gun out of Shiori's hand. Following that, explosive sounds 
echoed from all around above their heads. Needle-like water spouts shot up around Takuma 
and the others. 


The location where Takuma and the others were was probably some sort of reservoir dug 
into the first floor. The upper part featured a large atrium, and a catwalk-like structure 
extended from the second floor area. The light was set up there. The group huddled 
together, and Naoto screamed. Hosaka was pressured and fell onto the water's surface. 
"Bakkyarou, do you want to die right now? Hurry up and drop your weapons, or I'll kill you!" 
A different voice, more impatient and frustrated this time, echoed through. Seizing the 
opportunity, a figure jumped down from the second floor, landing on the first. Simultaneously, 
the sound of removing safety devices echoed, and gun barrels were aimed at Takuma and 


the others. 


"It's better to stop any useless actions. If we talk about marksmanship, we're far superior. 
Plus, there are more of us." 


Shrugging her shoulders, Risa Shintou threw her rifle away. Both hands raised, interlocking 
behind her head. Mika and Kyouko, who had been helping Kei get up, followed suit. Then 


came Hayato, Masami, Harumi, and Tomomushi. 


"What do we do, Kurosawal" 
"This situation is seriously messed up." 


A figure descended the staircase set against the wall. Slowly, they came down, the long 
barrel of a rifle pointed in their direction. Stepping into the ring of light created by the 
flashlight. 

"Damn it..." 

It was a young woman. Hayato audibly gasped, and a small scream escaped him. 

The three members of Schwarzkatz huddled together back-to-back, stiffening their bodies in 
the contaminated water. Watching them out of the corner of his eye, Nao tossed his rifle 
aside and rushed over. He grabbed Takuma's sleeve. 

"Sis!" 


Hearing that voice, the woman's face showed signs of disturbance. 


"Yuuko, hurry!" 
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"You bastards..." 

"Haruya..." 

"Help... her!" 

A man raised his right hand, and the terrorists, armed with rifles, approached to lend a hand 
to Koto beside him. In the end, they couldn't retaliate at all against the terrorists who had 
taken the lives of Wataru, Asuka, and Shuugo. A surge of rage welled up from deep within, 
and Takuma clenched his fist tightly. Nao extended both hands to wrap around that clenched 
fist. 

Dirty water dripped steadily at their feet. 

"| understand how you feel, but not now. If there's an explosion, we'll all be done for." 
Footsteps sounded overhead. Takuma emerged from the water with guns pointed at him by 
the terrorists, sitting down cross-legged on the spot. Nao and the others who had come up 
earlier sat down with vacant expressions. 


Mamoru, usually full of brightness, was now devoid of any trace of it. 


Another voice rings out. | looked up. A man with long hair, tied back, appears and gives 
instructions to the others while glaring at us. 


Haruya continues to watch the female terrorist he called "sister" earlier. 


"There are still people with weapons. Drop them quickly! Those who drop them will come up 
from the water one by one!" 


Haruki looks blue, hunches over, and breathes through his shoulders. Haruka sweats 
profusely. 


Umeko moans in pain while Risa, Mayu, and Kyouko, holding Kei's hand, desperately offer 
words of encouragement. 


Naoto releases Takuma's hand, rushes to Kei with the sound of water, and supports her. She 
leans on Naoto, and her voice rises towards the man with long hair. 


Kneeling down and holding her knees, Haruka pleads, "Please! Take these kids up first! 
They're injured!" 


"Get moving!" Naoto gazes at Takuma with concern. 
One of the terrorists, a large man, responds angrily, "What's the matter, huh?" 


Shiori stands still, expressionless. 
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"What the hell, you there!" The short-tempered voice from before is still below. Veins pulsate 
on the speaker's forehead as they look down at Kurosawa. 


Ignoring the muzzle's restraint, Takuma stands up, looking down at the sewage reservoir. 
"| won't wait for Akito's orders. I'll kill them right here and now!" 

Kurosawa, Namiki, and Shiro, holding rifles, still stood there with their guns aimed. 

"If you can kill, then go ahead and try!" 

Mamoru shouted. 

"What the hell are you doing? Get up here already!" 

Namiki roared. 


Kurosawa shouted back from below. Unable to bear it, Kyouko called out in a voice that 
sounded like a scream. 


"Kurosawa-kun, stop it. Just stop!" 
"Shut up!" Kurosawa yelled, his eyes bloodshot. 


"This is no joke. What the hell are you guys doing? Did you forget? We have something 
around our necks. This thing will explode in three days. If we get caught here, everything will 
be over." 


"| won't stop. There's no way I'll stop. I'm not fighting because | value my life. It's not just for 
myself. I'll never forget. Everyone, everyone was killed because of these guys! Do you 
remember, all of you? A year ago, the Capitol building was bombed by them! 


"That's right! Can we give up without a fight? Nana, Akito Nanahara, come out! Come out 
and face me, let's settle this without terrorism!" 


The terrorists collectively held their breath. Even the big guy, his complexion changed as he 
stared at Kurosawa. 


The three members of Schwarzkatz, since transferring, never opened up to others, always 
keeping to themselves. At times, they resorted to violence to eliminate those around them. 
Their past had closed their hearts. 


"| had my family killed because of your terrorism! My old man, my old lady, and my still 
young sister! Namiki and Shiro here are the same. We, Schwarzkatz, are a gathering of 
those left alone, having lost our families to you terrorists. You bastards, the scum of 
humanity! Do you understand the pain of suddenly losing your family?!" 

Like the surrounding terrorists, Takuma, too, had wide eyes as he stared at Kurosawa. 


196 


"Don't mention the name of Akito Nanahara in front of me." 
"Such a past existed, huh? 


"The bodies were all torn apart! Do you know, all of you? When a building that size gets 
blown up, it takes weeks for the fires to be put out. We had to dig through the still-smoldering 
rubble to find the bodies. My old man, my old lady, my sister, we gathered all of them... but 
they never formed a complete body! And that's still on the better side. Castle's mother, who's 
here, was at ground zero. Blown away by the heat blast of several thousand degrees, her 
bones probably melted into goo. We couldn't find a single piece of her body!" 


The words were cut off. Tears. Unstoppable tears flowed from Kurosawa's eyes. 

In Takuma's mind, memories of what happened at Shikanotoride Middle School were 
resurfacing, one after another. 

Tears were overflowing. 

Kurosawa—. 


It seemed like that. The two of them stopped and listened to Kurosawa's words. 


"What's terrorism! It's war! I'll never forgive you! If you want to kill, go ahead and try. I'll Keep 
coming back, and | will, | will definitely send Akuya Shichihara to hell!" 


Unable to bear that voice any longer, one of the terrorists raised his voice. 


Takuma, who was abandoned by his family, and Kurosawa, who was abruptly separated 
from a family he didn't want to leave. Their situations were different. However, Takuma knew 
the true nature of the iron lump-like thing inside them. At first, it melted into a gooey mess, 
burning hot. As it cooled down, the entire body became cold, making it difficult even to 
express emotions. Everyone carried that heavy lump, like a ball of iron, inside them. 

"Stop! We're all in this together! So drop your weapons!" 


Our sorrow... 
"Shut up!" 


There was a commotion among the terrorists looking at Kurosawa and the others. But 
Takuma was looking at a different direction. 


Suddenly, someone jumped out from the shadows, holding a Type 03 BR rifle. The muzzle 
spewed fire, and the 5.56mm bullets scattered in all directions, hitting the terrorists in the 


front, causing them to collapse. 


From the upper floor, someone descended the third-floor corridor. A new figure appeared. 
Beyond the long-haired man who was giving instructions to Takuma and the others, there 
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were two figures. One was a young woman. The other one, though with long hair, was a 
man. 


It was Makoto Nosaka! 

The three members of Schwarz Katz aimed their rifles upward. As if offering something to 
the heavens, they raised their gun barrels high. Their right hands were on the triggers, and 
their left hands gripped the stocks firmly. 

Kurosawa's bloodshot eyes were visible. 

"Let's go! Take down these bastards!" 

"Ohhh!" 

"Stop it!" 

Someone shouted. 

Bullets spewed from Maho's Type 03 BR rifle, raining down on the floor, iron fences, and 
surrounding walls, causing a roar. Like a meteor shower, incandescent droplets fell around, 
landing on Takuma and the others' clothes and arms, sizzling out. 


"You're kidding me!" 


Dazzling light burst from the three gun muzzles. In the next moment, sparks erupted from 
behind, much like a stream of water from a sprinkler, and bullets rained down. 


Just as the terrorists were getting ready to return fire, a thunderous explosion accompanied 
by sparks erupted. A man, shot through from below, soared into the air like a puppet and 
collapsed on the spot. 


The body of the terrorist who couldn't retreat in time was riddled with holes—sputtering and 
bursting open. His left wrist tore off as bullets stormed through him. The hail of bullets struck 
the pipes on the first-floor ceiling, creating chaotic trajectories as ricochets danced around. 


Hosaka, who was crouched down, let out a strange cry and convulsed. 


In the filthy water, Kurosawa roared. 
"Hosaka-kun?" 


An intense sensation welled up. Mayu rushed over, staring into Hosaka's face, and let out a 
scream. 


Jou Naoki's mother worked in the passport issuance office on the basement first floor of the 


Metropolitan Government Building. Over a decade ago, the fifty-story building, built despite 
residents' objections, had been a concern for high-rise building fires from the beginning. 
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On his usual black-rimmed glasses, there were clear black entry holes. Half of the eyeball 
protruded as if pressed out by something that had exploded inside. There was a large hole 
at the back of the head, and a grayish-brown substance oozed out from it. 

Gripping the iron fence, Takuma shouted. 

The moment Naoki learned about it from the news, he remembered bothering his mother 
with questions many times when he was a child. 

"You bastards! Stop it!" 

"No choice!" 

The long-haired man on the second floor shouted. 

"Mom, you know, why is the governor's office on the seventh floor of that building?" 
"Return fire!" 

"Well, why, | wonder. Mom, she worked there, and she never thought about such things." 
The men could be seen kneeling. They aimed the guns they held downward. Hurriedly 
jumping, they hid under the projection on the second floor. In front of them, a swarm of 
bullets passed by. 

"You know, it's for when there's a fire. When the building is on fire, ladder trucks can only 
reach up to the seventh floor. So, just in case, important people are located below the 


seventh floor so they can escape even in an emergency." 


(Black Sawa, you idiot...) 
"Mom, try not to go to high places too much, okay?" 


When Naoki said that, his mother smiled as always, reassuringly saying, "Don't worry, dear." 
In an instant, it turned into a scorching hell, and everything present there turned into a mass 
of carbon compounds scattered into pieces. The object that was consciously Naoki's mother 
should have taken no more than a blink of an eye to turn from something into a mere lump of 


charcoal. 


"It's okay. I'm in the basement, you know. Even if something happens, if you go up the stairs 
and get outside, we're right on the ground level. We'll be fine." 


Namami had a brother nearly ten years older. When Namami was just entering or about to 
enter elementary school, the older brother used to tell him such things to scare him. 


"Really? Mom won't be slow in escaping even if there's a fire?" 


"Jin, big brother, he's probably gonna say goodbye to this world before you turn twenty." 
-Yes, it's okay. Naoki, Naoki is a very kind child. 
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EPISODE 20 


-No, it's not okay. Why? Why did he have to disappear? 


-My brother couldn't bear growing old and becoming an old man. He wanted to live freely 
and pull the curtain on life at the most pleasant time. 


However, the bombing plan devised by Mimura involved blocking the heat source pipes 
running through the basement floors and detonating them. This would trigger the bombs 
planted throughout the building, causing a chain reaction explosion. 


As a result, when the explosion occurred, the living quarters on several basement floors 
were spared. 


Why the brother talked about such things, his true intentions remain unknown. It might have 
been influenced by the fact that his favorite rock musician had died in his twenties. 
Unfortunately, that prophecy came true. 


The brother, who graduated from school, served as a firefighter and tragically lost his life on 
the day of the terrorist bombing. Bravely entering the accident site for the rescue of 
survivors, he, along with other firefighters who joined him, became casualties as toxic gases 
were released due to the building fire. 


In reality, it's unclear how much time the two had to think about their loved ones. The bullets 
unleashed simultaneously attacked from above, swirling their bodies like fallen leaves into 
the drainage ditch and crushing them. Presumably, their lives were lost long before their 
bodies fell to the ground. 


As soon as the three downstairs started shooting, Maho stepped back and swiftly moved 
behind. Everything was going as planned. While those three were drawing attention, she 
could move and decisively settle the matter. 

The remains of that body never returned, scattered amid the debris like a ruin. The brother, 
even now, should be somewhere in the remnants of the accident site where debris is strewn. 
In the coffin at the funeral, items beloved by the brother, including the firefighter's uniform, 
were placed. While the empty coffin was being cremated, Jun sneaked out of the room 
where relatives were gathered and climbed the hill next to the crematorium. With a prepared 
radio cassette player, she played "Smoke on the Water" at maximum volume. Sparks 
crackled. That was how her brother's send-off went. 


Holding the rifle in her left hand, she moved between the pillars. Akito Shuhaya should have 
appeared in this place. The figure glimpsed on the second floor a while ago was undoubtedly 


Akito himself. 


He ran around the second-floor atrium, which had become an open space. Stopping just at a 
diagonal location from the terrorists, he planted his feet, using debris as a shield, and slipped 
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behind it. The terrorists seemed to be focused on Black Sawa and the others downstairs. 
Now was the time. 

Tatsuhiko Hasegawa had been hiding throughout the commotion. Maho caused a 
disturbance, diverting the terrorists’ attention. In that opening, Tatsuhiko planned to take 
down Akito Shuhaya. There he was, unmistakably visible. The long-haired man who 
appeared last from the depths of the building—the one unmistakably Akito Shuhaya, as seen 
in the wanted photos. 


He squeezed the trigger of the fully automatic rifle he had set. 

(Target captured.) 

With trembling hands, he lifted the Type 03 BR rifle, aiming directly at the overly vulnerable 
figure. It was as if that posture was pleading with Tatsuhiko to end it. 


She swung the gun barrel in a figure-eight pattern. She had no idea where the bullets were 
going to bounce. She didn't care who they hit. As long as it wasn't her. Surviving was enough 
for her. 


(This will put an end to it.) 

"Where is he?" 

"Damn, he's upstairs!" 

She tried to squeeze the trigger, but it wouldn't move. She looked at her right hand. A 
rod-like object was jammed behind the trigger, preventing it from being pulled any further. 


Panic-stricken terrorists ran around. Maho quickly flipped herself over and ran to the shelter 
of the next obstacle. 


Someone's hand covered her mouth, preventing her from inadvertently screaming. 
(Tatsuhiko, now, take him down!) 

"At the end. The strength drained from the index finger pressed against the trigger of the 
rifle. Whispered voices from behind. 

That fool. 


In the end, he was all talk. 


"In times like this, it's better to use a knife than a gun - when it comes to assassination, it's 
my specialty, you know." 


At the very end. 

| was supposed to survive with this... 

A scent like spices lingered in the air. The hand covering the mouth, a cool sensation. 
Something cold scraped the throat. A moment of intense pain. In the next moment, a 


sensation as if cold air were rushing deep into the throat, staining everything in front of me 
with a deep red. 
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There was an impact on the left chest. In an instant, the body floated in the air and slammed 
against the wall behind. Then another shot. The neck. Maho's body, which hit the pillar from 
behind, bounced up due to the recoil, collided with the iron fence in front, and went over it." 
"Spurting out. 


From the throat, red blood is spurting out. 
My, my life... 


During the brief moment of falling towards the lower floor, Maho continued to glare at the 
silhouette of the man who shot her. A tall man aiming what looked like a rifle. 


The deep red hue stained the field of vision, gradually transforming into darkness. 
(Is it him...) 
Have | been done for? 


Maho witnessed that moment. A large man approached from behind Tatsuhiko Hasegawa, 
pressing a knife against his throat, starting a certain sequence. 


Stretching both hands towards that figure. The fingers touched something, but 
consciousness rapidly drifted away. 


Upward." 
Kurosawa's body is rising. From the BR rifle gripped in his hand, a rain of bullets pours 
down. Popping and bursting, sparks fly over Takuma and the others' heads. 


That female terrorist stood up. Aiming the long gun in her hand, she assumes a firing 
posture. 


Ryo Kurosawa, while spreading vivid blood in the black water at his feet, is still alive. No, it's 
not that—he is driven solely by the consciousness of advancing toward his target, Akiya 
Nanahara. His knees won't support him. Each attempt to straighten his bent leg sends 
intense pain throughout his entire body. 

"Stop it! " 

(Shichihara 7---) 

One of the terrorists restrained Takuma, who was trying to break free. Suddenly, the chain 
hanging in front of him began to rattle and move. Something tangled in the chain was 
dropping down. Grasping the opposite chain that was climbing like a vine, Ryo leaped. 


To Shichihara Akiya. 
Amidst the rapid gunfire of the Type 03 BR rifle, there was a sound of "taan," the firing 
sound. Kurosawa's body, hanging from the chain, swung heavily. The rifle slipped from his 


hand, tracing a large arc as it fell. Following that, Kurosawa's body also descended. 


His hand grabbed at the empty air. 
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His right hand, already devoid of sensation, squeezed the trigger of the rifle. As the bullet 
flew out, the recoil caused Ryo's body to spin around and around. 


His legs were still struggling to move forward. The bullet just released hit Kurosawa's right 
eye, stopping the function of the brain behind it. However, 


it twisted back. 


His body was still trying to rush towards Shichihara Akiya. 
It's ringing. Even without looking, you can tell whose collar it is. 


Along with the sound of water, Kurosawa's body fell into the sewage reservoir. 


"You idiots." 
The collars of the four, who had just died, were ringing. Words leaked from Takuma's lips. 


Shintou Risa. 

Natsukawa Yuko. 

He didn't get along with Kurosawa. They had clashed several times. But he never thought 
they would part in this way. 


Hasuda Mayu. 
And Kitano Shiori. 


"It's the BR collars after all!" 


"Everyone, step back! Those four collars are going to explode!" 
What Takuma and Kurosawa were holding was a different kind of pain. 


However, it was not entirely different. Perspective and expression. In a sense, the two of 
them were looking at the same thing from completely opposite directions. If they had only 
realized this, Kurosawa and Takuma might have become good friends. 


A scream pierced through the crowd. Terrorists, with guns at the ready, scattered all at once. 
There was a hole in the chest, a sudden emptiness. 


It's unlikely that this hole will ever be filled. 


Drained of strength, he slumped to the ground. There was nothing he could do. He stared at 
the four in a daze. 


Suddenly, a familiar sound began to ring. Since coming to this island, he had been forced to 
hear this electronic sound more times than he could count. The four looked back at Takuma 


and froze. 


"Haruka." 
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Someone whispered something. 

Mayu held hands with Risa. 

Takuma looked at the bandana wrapped around his forehead. That's right, that was it. 
Yes, that was the Shichihara Akiya he had been searching for. 

Shichihara Akiya. 

He had finally found him. 

Sweat can be seen trickling down Shiori's face. Despite the sweat streaming down, Shiori 
never tries to close her eyes. Her gaze pierces through Takuma and the others' bodies, 
seemingly looking far into the distance. 

"Yuko, you." 


"What the hell is going on, guys!" 


A man with long hair shouts. Haruka Kuse, who had been silent, suddenly stands up and 
rushes in front of Takuma. 


"Why are their collars activating?" 

He stares at Natsukawa YUko's face. 

"It's a new rule for the BR." 

Yuko intercepts that gaze, and eventually, she smiles. 

With wide-open eyes, Tamami lets out a voice as if her soul has been taken away. 


"The new game is a tag match. If your paired partner dies, your collar is designed to 
detonate in tandem." 


"Goodbye." 

"What the hell!" 

"Those damn bastards!" 

A person standing behind the man with long hair turns toward the nearby girl. Facing the 
window behind them, they leaped aside. It was an unstoppable, instantaneous event. The 


sound of shattering glass. YUko, with an unvoiced scream, was outside. 


Shiori jumped out. 


204 


Immediately, the explosion echoed back. The glass that remained unbroken vibrated all at 
once. Splashes scattered across the glass. 


"Yuko!" 

Shiori, who had somehow moved in the meantime, had captured the girl from before, 
pointing a black tube at her throat. No, not a tube, but a gun. In the moment when 
everyone's attention was diverted by Yiko's explosion, Shiori must have picked up the gun 
that had fallen somewhere. 

The cries of YUko's friends echoed in anguish. 

"Shiori!" 

"No, don't!" 

"Make sure you don't involve us in the explosion..." 

Amidst the rising cries, Shiori looked around with bloodshot eyes. 

"Shichihara Akiya! Come out! Otherwise, I'll blow this kid's head off!" 

Always watching over the students of Class 3-B warmly, never allowing selfish opinions to 
prevail, "Otsukasan." Until the very last moment, YUko was "Otsukasan." Risa and Mayu, 
whose collars were also flashing, gaze outside the window where Yuko disappeared. 

The female terrorist changed her rifle, aimed at Shiori in a standing position. Kyouko shouts. 
"No, stop!" 

"No! Don't shoot! Shiori is..." Her voice was cut off by Shiori’s own voice. 


"That's right. | have a plastic bomb." 


A high-pitched scream echoed. Turning their gaze away from the window, they looked in the 
direction of the voice. 


Young. 


Her eyebrows were thin, and her eyes were so clear and blue. (Is this the face of a terrorist 
who has killed thousands of people? Isn't she around the same age as us?) 


"If you shoot me, this kid will explode too!" Pressured by those words, the woman lowered 
her gun. Both eyes gleamed dimly from under her bangs. 


This is the person who killed Shigo and the others. 


Shiori slowly surveyed her surroundings, her suspicions persisting. 
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Such words swirled in the depths of her chest, but they never reached Takuma's ears. 


"Hey! | don't really care if | die. | don't mind dying at all. What | want is you. Shichihara 
Akiya." 


"Do you want to shoot me?" 

Shichihara Akiya set aside the gun he had in his hand. It was a worn-out gun with peeling 
paint, revealing a silver base color. He let both hands hang by his sides and called out to 
Shiori. Turning in the direction of the voice, they saw that the bandana-wearing man, 
Shichihara Akiya, had somehow come down to the first floor. Takuma stared intently at his 
face. 

(Is this Shichihara Akiya?) 


Takuma's eyes widened in surprise. 


You can see it clearly up close. Contrary to what | had imagined, he looked much younger. 
Under the long hair with the bandana wrapped around it, 


"If you want to shoot me, go ahead. But could you let go of that kid? Her name is Kei. She's 
only seven. Ideally, she shouldn't be in a place like this. But there was no other choice. 
Nobody could take her in. So, | had no choice but to bring her here, but | really regret it. 
Please, could you let go of that child?" 

Amidst the electronic sounds, his words reached Takuma and the others. 

"Please, stop!" 

"I'm sorry." 

While clinging to Mayu, Risa shouted. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at Shiori. 
Shiori closed her eyes tightly. 

The surroundings were filled with white flashes. 

"What will it achieve by involving that child? Please, | beg you, let her go!" 

The warning sound of the collars that had been ringing became faster. 

Shiori's collar was the source. 


Tamami uttered a trembling voice. 


"Oh no. It's going to explode." 
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"Shiori!" 

"Keil" 

Amidst the overlapping cries, the electronic sound intensified. 

December 24th, 2:42 AM [New Casualties] Male #4, Ryo Kurosawa, #8, Naoki Jo, #10, Jun 
Namba, #11, Tatsuhiko Hasegawa, #13, Yasuaki Hosaka, Female #10, YGko Natsukawa, 
#12, Maho Nosaka 

Remaining: 11 

In Shiori's arms, Kei shouted. 


"Daddy!" 


Shiori glared at the girl with a pale face. Suddenly, her arms moved, pushing the girl away. 
Lips parted, and words slipped out. 


"Come on." Each time Takuma flinched, there was the sound of a gun being aimed. 

"Is the electromagnetic bomb the light from earlier?" 

"Yes. Your collars are using the 1.5-gigahertz frequency band to obtain latitude and longitude 
information from communication satellites, which informs the mainland headquarters of your 
positions. At the same time, it's sending your vital information using the 1.9-gigahertz band. | 


temporarily generated noise in both bands to cut off communication. There, that's the end." 


The constriction that had gripped their throats disappeared. The collar had transferred to the 
girl's hand. 


Her right hand reaches towards her neck. 

There really isn't a collar. 

"This collar, you see, has been continuously monitoring your unique heartbeat pattern. When 
that pattern becomes zero, it triggers a mechanism that stops the synchronized radio waves 
being sent to the other collar. So, | temporarily sent dummy synchronized radio waves to all 
your collars to prevent the self-destruct mechanism from activating. However, because there 
was already a child whose self-destruct mechanism had been activated, | had to 
momentarily detonate the electromagnetic bomb to avoid detection during the switch to the 
dummy waves." 


While tinkering with Takuma's collar, the girl continued her explanation. 


From behind the girl, the terrorists sent their gazes. 
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Since coming to this island, Takuma had experienced various emotions. Fear of gunfire, 
anger at Shugo and the others being killed, sorrow when he learned about Kurosawa's past 
— these emotions swirled within Takuma, ready to erupt at any moment. Until now, that is. 
"But, you know, it's incomprehensible that the explosion time comes in just three days..." 
"Hey." 

The moment the collar was removed, a sudden weakness spread throughout his entire body. 
The strength to lift his fist was gone. It seemed like he might collapse right there on the spot. 
He interrupted the mumbling girl. Unfortunately, only a feeble voice came out. 


"(Pathetic.)" 


"Look, we might not understand what you're saying, but we still have allies. Could you 
please remove the collars?" 


Gritting his teeth, he put strength into both legs. He couldn't afford to show weakness in front 
of these people. 


The girl suddenly snapped back to reality. 

"Oh, right. Right." 

"You guys, thank Maki." 

She rotated her newly freed neck and looked around. When their eyes met, the terrorists 
surrounding the room glared back. Though the corpses had already been removed, the 


bullet marks and blood splatters on the surrounding walls told the tale of the tragic event. 


The large man pointed at the girl with his left palm. His right hand still cautiously held onto 
the gun handle. 


"Even though he looks like this, Maki is a genius in electronic engineering. If it weren't for 
Maki, those collars would have undoubtedly exploded." 


"Well then, you should have removed it sooner." 

"| see, it has been improved. In addition to the traditional waterproof design, it seems to have 
explosion-proof specifications to suppress dust explosions. The battery has also been 
changed from a box type to a sheet type. It should have a larger capacity since it can be 


stored in the loop part." 


Risa said in a sharp voice. Risa, Mayu, and Shiori, whose collars had already been 
activated, were the first ones to have their collars removed. 
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"It was designed to evade tracking by radar, which is why it was made. It's completely 
unexpected to use it for something like this. If your comrades hadn't interfered in the first 
place, we could have done it much earlier." 

"Interfered? What interference? We were just killing people like insects." 

"If you had done that, YGko wouldn't have died." 


"Don't ask for the impossible." 


Just as the man with long hair who had been giving orders until now shook his head, Kyoko 
stood up with a determined expression. The big man pointed his gun and shouted. 


"Hey, that's not fair! You guys attacked us first. You came to kill us in the first place. Many of 
our comrades have died." 


"We didn't want that girl to die either. In the beginning, we didn't even know you guys were 
participants in the BR game, and we only found out about the collars not being the 
conventional type once they started working.” 

"What! You're not just killers who took the lives of many people! You deserve to die!" 
"Yeah, just as Sakai-san said." 

Something shining pierced into the ground near her feet. It was a knife. 

"Hey, cut it out, Yonai." 

"The electromagnetic bomb wasn't originally made to save you guys. When we escape this 
island, we're going to detonate it. | made that bomb to erase the traces of our existence, so 


that the government can't track us. | didn't expect it to be useful here." 


The man with long hair, called Sakai, shook his head. 


"We're both frustrated here. Let's avoid unnecessary commotion. You there." 

"I'm Kyoko Kakei. My name is Kyoko Kakei." 

"I'll introduce myself as well. My name is KyOyu Mine, written with the characters for 'now' 
and ‘to give. Tell us what you want. Yonai over there, as you can see, is a bit 


short-tempered." 


"Kakei, huh? Let me say one thing. Is there such a thing as someone in this world who 
deserves to die?" 


The big man pulled out the knife embedded in the floor. Rolling up the cuffs of his pants, he 
sheathed the blade in the revealed scabbard. 
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EPISODE 21 


"Well..." 

Instead of the bowed Kyoko, Risa stood up and glared at Sakai. 

"I'm here. People like you, terrorists, are considered dead and deserving to die in the world! 
That's right. If | get angry, a knife will come out before words. Listen, while you're here, don't 
talk about the dead. The damage is mutual. Here too, because of your comrades' rampage, 


people died." 


Sakai restrained Yonai, who approached with a changed expression, with his right hand, and 
Sakai shrugged his shoulders. 


"Saykai-san, it's all over. | removed the detonator, so it won't explode anymore." 
Maki stood up, jingling the collar on her right hand, and looked at Takuma's face. 


"Well, whatever. You'll understand soon. My name is Sakai. Written as ‘left sea,’ read as 
Sakai. While you're on this battleship island, your welfare is my responsibility." 


"What the hell?" he retorted involuntarily, pointing to the slender man standing near the door 
with Taro and meeting his gaze. 


"Is there something you want to say?" "Uh, thank you...” 

He felt frustrated for saying it out loud. It was a room, with a dull sunlight shining through the 
skylight. It had depth and was quite spacious, perhaps over ten meters. Something was piled 
high in the corners of the room. 


(I'm thanking the terrorists who took everyone's lives!) 


"Yeah, yeah," Maki nodded and began putting away the tools in her hands. "Akiya has 
something to discuss." 


Someone was crouching in the middle. Surrounding them were short individuals—children. 
Among them, a child carrying a small gun-like object, a child in camouflage, and a child 
carrying an infant not much different in size from themselves. The figures listened to the 
commotion raised by the children. 


With a gun pressed against his back, he climbed the stairs and walked through the corridor 
of ruins. 


"Oh, | see. Kei came down to check the situation because he was bothered by the noise. But 
it's no good. It's dangerous when the fighting starts. The children need to hide properly." 
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A child carrying a gun-like object shouted, "It's okay. We're going to fight too!" 


Doorways without doors stood open here and there in the corridor. The wallpaper peeled off, 
hanging down, and unpainted floorboards were visible from below. Occasionally, something 
fell with a clatter, and dust rose in clouds. 

Following the guidance, they arrived at a place with a high ceiling. 


"Jin is strong. But there must be something Jin has to do, right?" 

"Shichihara Akiya." 

"What is it that Jin has to do?" 

Nao coughed. 

"Let him in." 

"You have to protect the little kids, right? Kei and everyone are still small. Jin has to watch 
over them firmly." 

Left Sea behind them pushed Takuma forward. Takuma stepped inside as instructed. 


"Yeah. If I'm not around, the kids might be in danger." 

"That's right. Leave it to Jin when everyone is fighting." 

"Okay." 

Maki approached slowly. 

The room felt larger than it appeared from the doorway. One of the four walls seemed to 
have been a window at some point, but it was now blocked with boards and debris. On the 
opposite wall, machines were densely arranged, with red and green LEDs blinking here and 
there. Maki, who had moved away from Takuma and the others, approached and began 
tinkering with the machinery. 


"Akiya?" 
"Maki." 


A figure stood up. 

"Well, it's better if everyone goes over there." 

Near the back wall where Takuma and the others were facing each other, rubble was piled 
up high. In some places, numerous candles were lit. It reminded Takuma of something he 
had seen in a picture. 

The children scattered in different directions. 

The man turned towards them, clear eyes focused on Takuma and the others. 


(Saigokawara) 


He mentioned the riverbank separating the world of the dead and the world of the living, 
where numerous stone towers stand, much like what they were seeing. 


Ori asked, and Shichihara nodded. 
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"They were killing more than | thought." 


The solemn glow of the candles illuminated what lay before them, casting long trailing 
shadows. 


"That is..." 


Shiori spat out while counting the bodies with her eyes. "Maybe their deaths weren't entirely 
in vain." 


"Watch your words." 


The man introduced as Imukunemine cleared his throat and spoke, "Don't speak words that 
defile the dead. Are all the students accounted for?" 


Upon Nao's inquiry, Left Sea gestured to move forward. They entered the room. About a 
third of the way from the entrance, the outline of the object became visible. Covered with 
gray cloth, it remained still like a log. One spot had a part of the cloth flipped, revealing a 
familiar mane... 

Shichihara asked Left Sea, "Kurosawa?" 

"No, some are with the injured girl. Including them, there are eleven survivors." 
Shichihara approached. 

"I see." 

Shichihara looked at Nao. 

"Right now, we're dividing tasks to retrieve the bodies of your comrades. However, it seems 
that some are completely shattered, and there are bodies where not even a piece of flesh 
can be found." 

"How many were there in the beginning?" 


"What's that? Your comrades?" Shichihara pointed to the bodies laid a little distance away. 


"There were forty-two in the class. Two were killed before participating in the game, so 
actually, forty came to this island." 


"Don't be coy! What the hell are you trying to say!" 
"That's eleven people." 


Shichihara sighed. "It's unbearable." 
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Takuma's attempt to grab Shichihara's shoulder was brushed away with his left hand, and 
something held in his right hand was thrust in front of them. It was a gun with a dull silver 
gleam. 


"Do you know the name of this gun?" 
"| have no idea!" 


Takuma, defying Left Sea's restraint, stepped forward. His confident expression was 
meaningless. Even if he received sympathy for the dead, it wouldn't bring them back to life. 


(Hideyoshi! Everyone!) 

Desperately suppressing his emotions, Takuma questioned Shichihara. 

"What do you intend to do with us? Capturing us like this, what's your plan? Answer!" 
Shichihara, who had been staring at Takuma's face, spoke. 

"You guys. Why did you come here dressed like that?" 

Why did we come? In Takuma's mind, vivid colors flashed. 


"Are you really planning to fight by swinging guns around?" The light turned into a torrent 
and overflowed from his mouth. 


"Don't you know? Remember this. The name of this gun is the AK-47, developed as a model 
of the assault rifle manufactured by Nazi Germany, based on the Soviet Union's standard 
rifle. If fired continuously in full automatic mode, it can shoot thirty rounds. Copies of this gun 
were produced not only in the Soviet Union but also in China, North Korea, and Eastern 
Europe. It is said that at one point, sixty million of these guns circulated worldwide. Even 
now, it stands as a symbol of resistance used by guerrillas around the world. Look, this gun 
was originally painted black. Over the years, the paint has peeled off, revealing the 
underlying color. The person who gave me this gun and the person who handed it to that 
person, generation after generation, fought using this gun." 


"What do you mean by ‘fought'’?" Haruya behind Takuma asked. Shichihara stared at his 
face. 


"Do you understand? It means the complete disappearance of the country's industry. About 
twenty percent of the country's population, four million people, became refugees overflowing 
outside the country. Not only did industrial production stop, but even agricultural production 
almost came to a halt. The result was unimaginable poverty and hunger. | saw hell there. But 
even in that life, there were people fighting. Fighting isn't just about wielding guns; it's 
fighting hunger, fighting poverty, and surviving. | learned that to the point of disgust. That 
was the meaning of the fight | found." 


Not wanting to be overwhelmed by Shichihara's intensity, he raised his voice. 
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"You guys are familiar with the enemy. Three years ago, my class was chosen as 
participants in the BR game. Another girl and | survived, but we couldn't return to our original 
homes. We escaped this country and crossed to the neighboring continent. Asia is a vast 
land, but every country has a commonality: there are still soarks of war smoldering within, 
and there are people fighting against the authorities. Protected by those organizations, we 
finally came to a country that has been at war for the past twenty years." 

"What does that have to do with anything? We don't care about your speeches!" 

"Twenty years..." 

Haruya coughed, and Shichihara continued. 

"What does it mean for a war to last for twenty years?" 

Shichihara's gaze shot straight into Takuma's face. "What are you fighting for?" 


"What am | fighting for? It's obvious. To survive. I'm fighting to stay alive." 


Everyone is dead. Our comrades too. It's not just that. People killed in terrorism, like 
Kurosawa's family and the mother in the castle. Shichihara slowly shook his head. 


"Stop it!" 


"If you kill me, the game will end. But will your fight end with that? Can you return to your 
original life? Who can say that adults won't come again someday and throw you into another 
battle? What will you do then? Will you pick up a gun again and go kill a different Shichihara 
Akiya’?" 

Suddenly, a voice was thrown from the corner of the room. Maki, who had interrupted her 
tinkering with the machines, cast a fiery gaze in their direction. Her carefree attitude from 
earlier was completely gone. Trembling shoulders and tightened lips revealed the inner 


anger. 


"You bastard, talking about killing people. For your sake, everyone—Hideyoshi, Wataru, 
Asuka—all died. And you have the nerve to say something like that." 


"You don't even know. You have no idea why we formed the 'Wild Seven,' what kind of pain 
Akiya went through being branded a murderer. Don't spout off your own opinions without 
knowing anything!" 


"Don't dictate to me!" 


Fury pushed through the lump in Takuma's throat and burst out. The moment he heard the 
word "murderer," a deep sadness seemed to settle in Shichihara's eyes. 


"Akiya..." 
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"Then what are you fighting for? Because you're fighting for something grand, do you want to 
claim you're admirable? Don't forget, because of you—" 


As Left Sea tried to approach, Shichihara shook his head to stop him. 
"There's no escaping from this. Akiya, it will be a tough choice for you." 
"Thank you, Saki." 

Shichihara nodded. 


"But I'll be okay. | can continue to fight, even if it means turning all the adults in the world into 
enemies. If someday, children like us can genuinely laugh from the bottom of their hearts in 
this country, | believe | can endure any hardship." 


"I'm fine. | won't ask you to understand. It's not something that can be explained with words. 
If we say we didn't orchestrate that explosive terrorism, will it clear the pain in the hearts of 
those who lost their families? No, it won't. In that case, the pain in their hearts will definitely 
remain. It's an indelible wound. If someone has to take responsibility, it should be none other 
than us. Don't you agree?" 


"Yes." 
At that moment, contrary to his words, Shichihara looked like a very lonely person. 
Takuma understood. Shichihara was an orphan who, like them, had lost a place to return to. 


The one who answered Shichihara's question was the sniper woman they had seen 
downstairs. Haruya's expression brightened momentarily when he saw the woman, then 
returned to a dark, chained visage. 


"People will never forgive that incident. The wounds in their hearts are too deep. And we, we 
were too close to the core of the event." 

"Now, Shichihara's words showed no signs of resolve. It was like the feeble hope of a 
mountaineer stranded in a snow mountain with no prospect of rescue, clinging to the last 
remaining fragments of chocolate and praying for survival. It was like the desperate bravado 
of a child kicked out of their home, losing a place to return to and concealing tears while 
whistling with all their might. 


Shichihara raised the hand holding the Kalashnikov. 

The burning sensation, the feeling as if flames were trying to burn every inch of his body, 
Takuma wondered who he could direct these feelings toward. Sparks scattered in the depths 
of Takuma's eyes. The back of his head ached, and the smell of iron surged through his 


nasal passages. 


"It was all meaningless." 
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"Listen. Everyone on this island is a survivor of the BR game or someone who lost their 
family opposing the BR law. I, Saki, Maki, and the children who were here until recently—all 
of us are just like you. | am not your enemy, none of us are." 

The fact that everyone had died was truly, utterly meaningless. Admitting that was 
frightening. But the thought that slowly spread from the recesses of his mind eventually 
permeated his entire body. 

"So, who have we been fighting against all this time?" 

Such meaningless deaths. My comrades died senselessly. 

The sunlight from the skylight was noticeably weakening. The winter afternoon sun was 
already beginning to tilt. 

"Tell me." 

With a firm tone, Shiori asked. Shichihara stared at her face. 

That question echoed in Takuma's chest. Who were Shintaro and Shugo pushing him 
forward to fight against? Why did Kurosawa, Nami, and Jo fight until they were in tatters, and 
for what purpose did they die? If you're not the enemy, then who or what were we fighting 
against? 


"If you're also a survivor of the BR game, you must have experienced it too." 


Shiori's helmet, which had rolled on the floor, had a part cracked open, revealing something 
inside. 


"What is this?" 

A small CCD camera. 

"Isn't it? How does it feel to be the only one left alive when everyone else is dead? Are you 
so happy that you could dance? Or is watching everyone die a sorrowful experience for you? 
How does it feel to pull the trigger and watch your comrades die?" 

While hearing those words, Shichihara closed his eyes and then opened them again. 
"Satsuki, you aimed a gun at me downstairs." 

Suddenly, Shichihara's right wrist turned, and sparks flew from the Kalashnikov. The helmet 
that Shiori was holding in her right hand was torn off by the gunfire, hovering in the air. Shiori 
froze on the spot. 


"If you aim a gun, you shoot. Surviving is just a repetition of that." 


"Akiya!" 


216 


"You, suddenly..." 


There was a continuous, intermittent engine sound, pounding the eardrums. Far below, a 
vast expanse of azure sea spread out. Swayed by the wind, the field of vision continued to 
shake. In the dazzling reflection of the sun on the retina, there were long, thin, white contrails 
over the deep blue sea. From this height, it was impossible to clearly see the shape of the 
small boat moving forward at the end of those contrails. 


Preventing Takuma from jumping, Umikai pointed to the floor, and from the right, something 
white flew out while rotating. Letters. As if fired in rapid succession by a catapult, the letters 
flew out, stopping one by one to form a group of characters. 

- Can you see them, being tossed by the mighty waves, six small boats emerging? On top of 
those, there are forty students from Class B of Kanoshiro Junior High School. From now on, 
they will go into battle. This is a war to protect our freedom and peace! 

"International Wanted Criminal, Shichihara Akiya (18)" 


Swinging the Kalashnikov, Shichihara shouts. 


Far ahead, gazes are turned. Illuminated by the rising morning sun, the island silhouette 
stands out vividly. With two distinctive peaks, it resembles an old battleship. 


- Stand together. And let's fight together. We are now declaring war on all adults! 

The footage switched again. A noisy, rough video with running noise. The one shown is a 
man standing with his back against the blackboard. His face, with widened eyes, is shown in 
close-up. 

- Yes! Today, everyone, let's have a little war. 

Suddenly, a different video cut in. The footage seemed to be shot in a dimly lit room. A 
long-haired young man with a bandana wrapped around his head stares piercingly with his 
slanted eyes. He cradles an AK47 Kalashnikov in both arms. Slowly parting his lips, he 


utters words that come out intermittently. 


Before those words could fully register, smoke billows up on the entire screen, and amidst it, 
sharply drawn letters leap out. A man's voice, almost screaming. 


"We won't forgive all the adults who once made us kill each other!" 

"Battleroy Fight!" 

The sound of a gong, "Kaann," overlaid it. 

"At first, let him say what he wants, make the audience empathize to some extent, and then 


flip it somewhere. The recoil will swing the viewers' feelings from vague sympathy to strong 
antipathy. Surely, they'll use that." 
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"That, huh..." 

A march-like background music, prominently featuring the timpani, began to play. The video 
on the TV screen continued to show a bus while riding on this music. There was no 
mistaking it. It was the bus that Takuma and the others were on when they were abducted. 
"What the heck is this..." 

Masami muttered in bewilderment. 

It was the morning of the second day on the island. The night had passed. Except for Kumi 
and Risa, the seven were given sleeping bags and instructed to sleep in the large hall after 
talking with Shichiharu. In a separate room, Kumi, who was seriously injured, was laid to 


rest, while Risa, Kyoko, and Mayu took turns caring for her. 


"The thing earlier, they just used what we posted on the net, right?" 
said Imakuramine. 


"| thought it would be edited a bit more." 

After waking up and some time passing, Maki brought out a large monitor from the 
equipment in the hall. She then connected a video deck to it, showing the group an 
unexpected video. 


"It's clearer if our stance is conveyed more explicitly, making the opposing concept clearer." 


"What on earth is this?" 
Maki said, resting her cheek on her hand. 


"Tac!" 
Haruka asked with a furrowed brow, her complexion seeming worse than yesterday. 


"Yesterday, did you guys go to bed early?" 
Maki said, seeming off the mark. 


The face of Takeru, dashing, was magnified. Blond hair peeking out from under the head 
cap. His eyes were fixed straight ahead, yelling something. 


"When did this happen?" 
"This is our farewell match..." 


"You must be tired, so it's not surprising, but you guys went to bed before eight, right? After 
that, from eight, it was broadcast on terrestrial TV. The new show ‘Battle Royale Fight.' It was 


a ‘Christmas Eve Commemorative Two-Hour Special.” 


"They were filming us without us knowing?" 
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"| had no idea..." 

Soon, on the screen, other rugby club members were successively shown. 

Come to think of it, today was December 25th, Christmas. The poorly decorated Christmas 
tree seen in front of Kagano Fortress Middle School's front yard. It was unbelievable that it 
was just the day before yesterday when they saw it. 

Shiori running with the ball. 

"A new show..." 

Masami and Haruya entering the maul with the opposing team. 

Shintaro waving his right hand, giving instructions. 

"Even though we're on the sea, VHF signals can reach neighboring countries." 


Shugo and Wataru, with smiles as if digging up treasure, shouting something towards us. 


Unexpectedly, the screen switched. A familiar scene. Kagano Fortress Middle School's 
ground. Running around on it is... 


A close-up of Ryo Kurosawa's face. 

He seems to be talking to someone from Team Schwarz Katz, laughing heartily. 

"He's capable of making such a face." 

My chest tightens, and a salty smell rises in my nose. The people on the screen, just like two 
days ago, appeared bright and lively. Unaware that soon they would take up guns and 
engage in a fight, they were living their lives to the fullest. 

Seated at the edge of the altar, Shuya quietly remarked, "What a nice smile." 

My vision blurred, and | couldn't watch the screen directly. Now spoke in a comforting voice. 


"Don't look away. Watch until the end." 


Cracks appeared in that smile. Darkness oozed through them. Overlaid were unsettling 
music and a narration. 


Seated behind Takuma and the others, Sakai uttered heartless words. 
"They've arrived." 


Ima-Kurumine coughed softly. 
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EPISODE 22 


"What they did to you, witness it all." 


"...And among the students, there were those who had lost their families in an extremely 
brutal manner. Student number four, Ryo Kurosawa. He had his parents and young sister 
taken away by Itsuki. All of his family, thanks to the bombing terror caused by Akiya 
Shuuyal" 


The faces of familiar students were displayed one after another on the screen. Most of them 
were no longer in this world. As everyone stared at the screen, it was evident that their 
bodies were tense. It felt like an eternity of torture. 


Flames gushing through the cracks, with the backdrop of a distant view of a burning city. 
Towering skyscrapers looming around like spectators. The lower floors momentarily swelled, 
and in the next instant, thick black smoke erupted. Following that, flames surged violently 
from the upper floors of the building. 


In opposition to their principles and against the demonic terrorists threatening a peaceful life, 
these forty-two students of Class 3B at Kanowa Fortress Middle School must not forgive. 
That's why they are now challenging the fight! 


The screen switched. People running toward the camera with a collapsing building in the 
background. The continuously moving timestamp in the corner of the screen hinted that this 
might be footage captured accidentally with a handheld camera. From behind the people 
running, black smoke began to engulf. 


The screen then displayed the faces, names, and ages of the terrorists. A lineup that 
included Akiya Shuuya, followed by Left Sea Mitsugu, Imakurame Satoshi, Yanauchi Kengo, 
Sakurai Saki, Hayata Maki, and Soushi Kazama... 


Another screen transitioned to the scene of a smoldering accident. Fire trucks and patrol 
cars crowded the area, keeping a distance and staring at the scene. The vast grounds had 
turned into a black heap of rubble, with reddish flames resembling lava still rising from 
various places. A young girl's profile stared at this. 


Then the narration continued. 

"They, these seven individuals, audaciously call themselves 'Wild Seven.' Did they liken 
themselves to the 'Seven Samurai’ who protected the village from bandit attacks? This 
mistaken heroism, of course, is a self-centered behavior that ignores the feelings of ordinary 
citizens caught up in the battle..." 


"Can such inhumane acts be allowed? No, they should never be forgiven. In a democratic 
society..." 


"The scriptwriter who wrote this line must be an old person," the large man, Yanauchi, 
muttered and chuckled. 
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"Say something like 'Mochizuki Mikito' at least. You damn well know what you're doing!" 
"That's outdated too." 


Akiya stood up and walked over. "Left Sea," he called. 

"| was prepared, but honestly, it's tough," Left Sea replied with a lonely smile. 

"What do you think?" 

"Well done," he said, smiling sadly. "That video, no matter how many times | see it, it hits 
hard." 

Left Sea kept his eyes on the screen, where the high-tension Riki was seen sending off 
Takuma and the others. 

"The enemies of the people, the mood is perfect. If anyone watches this on TV, they'll likely 
harbor resentment against Wild Seven. There won't be anyone generous enough to lend a 
hand anymore." 

As he said this, Left Sea extended what he had received from Maki with his left hand. 
"That's right," said the dismantled helmet of Takuma and the others, with something 
protruding from the top. 

The female terrorist, Sakurai Saki, with a rifle in hand, spoke in a monotone voice, "We've 
made enemies of the entire nation." 

"Damn it!" Suddenly, Maki erupted in anger. 


"What devil-like terrorists! You've been playing a part in some huge setup, just as we 
expected. According to Maki, your helmets were equipped with tiny cameras. She said they 
were powered by collars and could record videos at any time. Moreover, the videos could be 
transmitted through the waves emitted by the collar." 

"| kind of get it. You guys were probably part of a massive charade," Maki took over. 
"Charade?" Nao questioned with a puzzled voice. 

"Yeah," Left Sea continued. "Probably, from the headquarters, they could decide which 
camera to activate, like switching screens on TV. | found it strange. Despite the battery 
capacity having increased significantly compared to three years ago, it wouldn't last more 
than three days. Considering the usual self-destruct function, if you add the operation of the 
image and audio transmission system, it makes sense." 

Takuma clenched his teeth. An unidentified, intense feeling welled up in his chest. 

"You've probably seen it on TV. They involve amateurs in shooting documentaries, making it 
look like the footage relies on coincidences, but in reality, every detail is scripted behind the 
scenes." 

"That amateur is moved, gradually starts crying, and the viewers watching on TV also end up 
shedding tears, creating that kind of scene. But truth be told, on the side of the producers, 
everything is precalculated to that extent. Although in your case, people dying is not just 
some act or fake, it's the real deal." 

"Oh, what the hell is this!" 

"I'm not very bright, so | don't really get it, you know. Tell me, what the hell is this?" 

"I'm not exactly a genius either." 

On the screen was a pathetic, tearful face of Haruki. After he opened the ammunition box he 
had picked up with such effort, 

Yasunori shrugged his shoulders and said, "I don't understand it very well either." 


From the box emerged only a roll of toilet paper, and the word "Miss" was written on the 
paper. 
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"Whoa, what an unsatisfied face." 

The faces of the surviving students were displayed one after another, and the program 
concluded with the caption 'What is the fate of the students of Kanoshizu Junior High 
School? Who will survive until the end?' Maki turned off the monitor. 

Misumi couldn't help but interject, "Haruki, you're like the bullied kid character." 

Left sea continued quietly, "If you think about it normally, there shouldn't be 'Hits' and 
‘Misses’ in the logistical supply for a war." 

"Then, what's the purpose?" 

"Moreover, your navigation devices were strange. Leaving aside the minefield, why didn't the 
information show the barricade at Point A, which should have been clearly visible from 
above? If you had relied on that navigation device, you would have definitely been stalled 
there and picked off. Well, you guys managed to break through somehow." 

A feverish tremor swept through Takuma's entire body. Cold sweat trickled down his back. 
"Could such a thing really happen?" 

"Nah, it's probably staged, right? It's for the sake of entertaining the viewers at home. If the 
game participants succeed too easily, it's boring. On the other hand, if they fail miserably 
with no challenge, it's disappointing. So, they incorporate playful elements like this here and 
there to keep the audience from getting bored." 

"Tell me, what's the point of all this?" 

The screen had been dark. Against that black background, the surviving participants were 
gradually revealed. 

"That's what | said, to avoid the screen becoming monotonous and boring for the viewers...’ 
Takuma roared, cutting off Left Sea's explanation. 

"Why are we even made to do such things?" 

"Probably to ensure failure from the start," intervened Seiya Nanahara as he approached. 
"But if you fail... they can send in the second and third versions of you. Until the target, me, 
dies. They need victims like you, pitiful sacrifices who fall miserably under the fangs of the 
evil organization 'Wild Seven.’ And we, the ones to hate." 

“Wild Seven’ is the breeding ground of evil. If you believe that, no one questions the BR 
Act." 

"That's right. You were not expected to succeed. Dummy logistics, fake military information. 
From the beginning, you were set up to fail," added Togo Kiriya. 

"For such a thing, were we given weapons and brought to the battlefield? Just to entertain 
those people watching TV while eating?" 

"Why shouldn't we succeed? If we kill you, Seiya Nanahara, the game will be over, and we 
can win. He said that, didn't he?" 

"TV is entertaining, isn't it?" Left Sea said apologetically. 


A torrent of rage surged through him, drowning the room in silence under Takuma's intense 
demeanor. 


"Because it's boring," Nanahara eventually muttered. 
"It's entertaining, and if you can flip the switch, it becomes a free-for-all for anyone to enjoy. 


Watching it makes people irresponsible. Those who finished watching that show probably 
feel the same way. 
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"If you succeed, the game is over. But if you fail, the show goes on. It's all about 
entertainment. They want the thrill of seeing how far you can go, how much you can endure." 


A haze descended before my eyes. This time, | couldn't hold back. Hot tears were dripping 
from both of my eyes. 


It wasn't just Takuma. The moans filling the room were the voices of everyone, their hearts 
torn apart by unbearable grief. 


"Yeah, by now, people are probably gossiping at school or work. 'Yesterday's thing was 
interesting. Who will survive? It doesn't matter who survives, but | hope they put on a more 
spectacular show,” he said. "For the sake of entertaining those people, they did terrible 
things to you. That's just how they operate." 


If tears were my blood, 
"Such... cruelty..." 
Let it flow until it runs dry. 


Naoya collapsed on the spot. 
| don't want to live even a second longer in this life, in this world. Tear my body apart now, let 
all my blood flow out. 


Hasty footsteps rushed in. 

"Asuka, Shugo, Wataru, Kurosawa-kun, and everyone else, what was the point of your 
deaths? What meaning is there in dying for the entertainment of others, in such a way?" A 
hurried voice echoed. 

"Everyone, come here!" 

"There's no meaning in dying," it was Mayu's voice. 


Saki threw out her words. "Ki is. Ki is..." 
That room was a small, immaculately cleaned space. 


"People just become things when they die, right? Death is just that kind of thing. It's 
meaningless," she said. (What a joke...) 


The moment she touched it, Ki let out a scream like a strange bird and writhed. 

"Sorry... Sorry, sorry. What should | do, Sagisawa?" 

In response to that voice, Ki’s agonizing voice suddenly stopped. Risa and Kyoko, who were 
holding Ki's hands, were also covered in splattered blood. Ki lay on a mattress in the corner 
of the room, her mouth stained with crimson. Red spots were scattered around the mattress. 
Every time Ki convulsed and writhed in agony, blood droplets sprayed from her mouth. 


"Ki! Stay with me, Ki!" 


Gasping for breath, coughing up bloody breaths, Ki said something for sure. 
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"Risa, I'm scared. I'm scared... Live..." 

"Live?" 

"It's okay, Ki! Look up, take deep breaths! Please, breathe!" 

Whether her vision remained or not, Ki's eyes wandered around the room. 
"...Everyone lives. Forget about me..." 

Kyoko's words choked up, and she couldn't open her mouth anymore. 
Takuma staggered and crouched, creeping close to the mattress. 


With a popping sound, blood foam bubbled out of Ki's mouth. Takuma's right hand, clenched, 
was rapidly losing strength. 


"Sagisawa... Ki!" 

He reached out his hand. However, Takuma's hand faintly slipped into the room. 

"Even if | die, | hope everyone will remember me forever..." 

Ki's words from that day lingered in Takuma's heart. 

December 25th, 11:15 AM 

In the corner, there was an old upright piano for some reason. Next to it were a dirty stuffed 
animal in a basket and a picture book with its back reinforced with duct tape. The words 


"Issun-boshi" and "Momotaro" were added on top of the duct tape. 


{New Deceased] 
Female No. 6, Ki Sagisawa 


He lifted the lid. The keys gleamed like buried human bones. He tapped some keys with his 
index finger. In the silent room, a nerve-wracking sound echoed. 


Ten remaining 


He continued to tap the keys until he found those with undisturbed tuning. When he tried 
some keys, he found one that produced surprisingly clear and beautiful sounds. He kept 


tapping it. 
Something was playing. 
Shiori was in a dark room. 


This was the ringtone of a mobile phone. 
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She didn't know where she was. She had left the room where Ki Sagisawa had breathed her 
last and, as she wandered aimlessly, 


A mobile phone. She shouldn't have brought such a thing to this island. 
- Everyone, stay alive... 
Shiori was following the sound in a daze. 


A connection sound echoed. Silence followed. On the other end of the phone, someone was 
breathing. 


That someone began to speak. It was a familiar, low voice. Deliberately suppressing 
emotions, squeezing out a voice devoid of intonation. 


- Shiori? 

Shiori widened her eyes. She didn't have a mobile phone. The current Shiori was 
empty-handed, completely defenseless. The O-3 BR rifle she had learned to shoot with, 
even at the risk of her life, was taken away and not within her reach. Shiori sat on the dusty 
floor, embracing herself with both hands, and closed her eyes. 

- It's Shiori, right? | won't be coming back anymore. 


- Listen carefully. Hating others means you have to be prepared for it. 


The only thing that came to mind was the painting of that girl. Outside the window, there was 
a sound as if something had been scattered. A dark, oppressive shadow crept in. 


A different voice interjected. It was a completely different voice, a young woman's. 

- Even if | die, | hope everyone won't forget about me... 

Then, a male voice. 

If you handle it for a long time, the rifle becomes a part of your body. Long before the first 
drop falls, Sakurai Saki sensed that the rain was starting. The cloudiness of the barrel 
somehow conveyed that. 


- Oh no, should | do it like this? The female voice. 


Kazama had gone back to his position, and it seemed like he wouldn't return for a while. Saki 
and Kazama formed a sniper team. 


It was an AKS-47 model with a wooden grip, twisting the body to the right, and pressing the 
gun muzzle against the doorframe. 
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Haruya was standing. 
"Sis." 


His eyes were red and bloodshot. Had he been crying all this time? This kid was really a 
crybaby. 


In shifts of four hours, we monitored from the sniper's nest. We hardly exchanged words with 
each other. Since leaving the hideout of "Asian Dawn," | had spoken with Kazama only a 
handful of times. It felt like our lifetime of conversation had ended during that training in the 
mountain hut. In other words, that marked the beginning of becoming a sniper. 


(Did Haruya cry on that day when | left home for the last time?) 


| couldn't remember anymore. Neither Haruya's face nor my father's expression. During the 
long period of life on the run, the habit of not allowing anything to disturb my emotions had 
become ingrained in me. 


My hands moved mechanically, starting to disassemble and maintain the Dragunov. In the 
case of an automatic rifle, the most crucial part to pay attention to is the bolt that feeds the 
ammunition into the chamber. If there's gunpowder residue left here, it could cause a jam. 
Rain's moisture was also an adversary for firearms. Sakki's hands efficiently performed a 
task repeated thousands of times before. 


"It's me. I've been searching for you. Never thought we'd meet in a place like this." 


A gritty sound of sand being stepped on came from behind. Without a moment's hesitation, 
Sakki's right hand grasped the Kalashnikov at her side. Instead of a wooden stock, the 
folded metal one hung down. She confirmed the safety was off and placed it on the unfolded 
canvas sheet. Taking tools in hand, she turned her back to the door. 


Unexpectedly, words were cut off. It seemed like the person had just realized Sakki's current 
situation. 


Resuming the inspection of the Dragunov, Sakki noticed that Haruya seemed perplexed by 
not being allowed inside. Despite this, Haruya's presence around the doorway persisted. 


"Don't just call out from behind like that. In a real battlefield, you might get shot right then 
and there without a complaint." 


"Sis, | can't believe you're talking like a real soldier. Sorry, but one day, the police barged into 
our house out of nowhere and took Dad away. | couldn't understand why a peaceful guy like 
Dad had to go through something so awful. | never thought my sister would join terrorists like 
this. Now, it's just the two of us." 


Applying grease thoroughly and assembling the barrel, Sakki confirmed the feel in her hands 
and threw her voice toward the rear. 
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She could tell without turning around. Haruya's expression was easily imaginable. He 
probably had that troubled puppy look, the one he used to make when he felt rejected. 
Oddly, the image that came to her mind wasn't his face just before they separated but the 
one from before he even entered elementary school. 


"You've got the wrong person." 
"Sis?" 
A confused voice came back. 


"You might not know this, but Dad got caught and killed last year. It happened right after the 
bombing at the Metropolitan Government Building. Dad quit his job and had been fighting 
against the BR law ever since you disappeared. When | say ‘fighting,’ | mean he was 
involved in peaceful activities like signature campaigns." 


"The person you think you know as Sakki Sakurai doesn't exist in this world anymore. After 
surviving the game, Sakki had no intention of going back home. Sakki decided not to return 
home after surviving the game." 


"Haruya." 


She didn't say it out loud, but she felt a momentary twinge. No, there was no way to go back. 
She had killed too many people by then. Some of them were friends she had brought home, 
people you might have met. All those friends, Sakki Sakurai killed with her own hands. There 
was no moment of hesitation. It was something she needed to do to survive. That's what it 
meant to win the BR game. You stop being human. So, the Sakki Sakurai you Know doesn't 
exist in this world anymore. 


After a long silence, a response came. 

"Gone?" 

Haruka Kuse continued walking, breathing through his shoulders. The bottom of his head 
was swaying. The dim hallway seemed like a passage to an eternal afterlife. No matter how 
much he walked, he couldn't reach anywhere. Like the path in that state park he walked as a 
child, there was no mother urging him to come back. All Haruka could do was keep walking 


until he collapsed. 


That's right. She's gone. Having survived several battles, the Sakki Sakurai of those days 
disappeared from the surface. 


The time left for Haruka is not much anymore. 
"I'm not me anymore." 


"Forget everything.” 


When she realized it, she was back in that large hall. She hesitated before stepping in. 
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In the back of the room, where it had become like a large altar, 

Haruya stood silently. Eventually, he slowly retreated and walked away from the doorway he 
had been leaning on. 

"You know? Make sure you're fighting so you don't lose to everyone..." 

In a low voice, Nanahara kept coughing. 

Someone was crouched down. Haruka caught her breath for a moment. The cape-like cloak 
worn by the figure seemed like something draped over the dead. The person was bowing 
low, as if offering a prayer. A familiar bandana was tied around their head. 

The figure suddenly became blurred. Haruka's knees gave way, and the dim room appeared 
faded, like an overexposed photograph. Leaning against the doorway. 

It was Akiya Nanahara. 


"Who are you?" 

In the hazy field of vision, a figure vaguely appeared. Nanahara stood up on the altar, facing 
this way. With the Kalashnikov in his right hand, he looked at them. It was a stark contrast to 
the delicate Nanahara from a moment ago; he seemed like a completely different person. 


As soon as they realized this, an unspoken unease resurfaced. The sharp atmosphere, like 
a razor, that was present when facing Takuma and Haruka was nowhere to be found. 
Nanahara appeared young and small. His figure seemed almost like a child asking for 
forgiveness from a mother. 


"What were you praying for?" 
Consciously trying not to let their voice tremble, they posed the question. They straightened 
their back, regaining composure. 


In front of the altar burning with countless candles, Nanahara placed the silver Kalashnikov 
in front of him and offered prayers. No, not prayers. He was speaking to something in his 
right hand. Moving his thumb, playing with it. No, he was cradling it in his palm, as if 
nurturing it. 


"Is that an altar? Weren't you with your friends?" 

"Nobu, Kawada, everyone. I'm not wrong.” 

"At that age, did you have faith? Did your parents force it on you?" 

"It's not the Catholic confirmation." 

"If that's an altar, let me pray too. | was baptized when | was little; I'm a Christian." 
Haruka shook her head. 


"You can pray on your own. Anyone can pray." 

"Thank you." 

"Just to be sure, | asked my mother and went to the pastor on my own. | think it was a good 
decision. All the kids around me were Protestant, baptized, so there was a sense of security 
in becoming part of that group." 

Nanahara held the Kalashnikov to his chest. 

After expressing gratitude, he entered the room. Stepping on debris, he ascended the altar. 
Without looking at Nanahara's face beside him, Haruka knelt. Although it was called an altar, 
it was an unadorned pedestal without any holy images. Nanahara, using a humble 
candlestick in his hand, maintained the flames of countless candles. 
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"Okay." Nanahara said. "I've never been able to find someone to dedicate my prayers to. | 
couldn't believe that the prayers offered would reach the heavens. | felt like they disappeared 
and vanished somewhere around the stratosphere before reaching that high." 


He clasped his hands and closed his eyes, speaking to the images that floated behind his 
eyelids one by one. Finally, he called out the names of his parents. 


"When did you get baptized?" 
"So why did you make an altar?" 


He asked Nanahara as he stood up. 
Nanahara closed his eyes. 


"Someone once said, 'After spending more than two hundred years in this country, even the 
seas are free to believe in their own gods while looking beyond." 

"Before entering first grade, | went to the United States because of my father's job, that's 
when | received it." 


Without answering those words, Nanahara looked at Haruka's face and said, "Because it 
was the island where those people were." 


"-You look pale." 

"Eh?" 

There was a time when this country closed its doors to foreign relations during the era of 
isolation. During such a long period, did people openly express their longing for the other 
side of the sea? That's the question. Would the sailors of this country, who had sailed to near 
the equator in small sailboats that seemed to lack dragon bones until then, have been able 
to abandon their yearning for the open sea? Even if it meant opposing the power of the time, 
even if they had no backing, there is no way they wouldn't have set sail. | believe those 
words are true." 


"You must be sweating. Is something wrong? Don't force yourself. If you're tired, take your 
time and rest your body. There's no medical facility here." 


While looking at Nanahara's calm expression, Haruka shifted her gaze outside the window. 
Rain had started falling unnoticed. Beyond the dusty window glass, intense raindrops were 
visible. 


Nanahara's almond-shaped eyes met Haruka's. Haruka nodded without saying a word. 


The sound of rain. Intense rainfall. The pouring rain made a sound as it washed the earth. 
Sitting down, hugging her knees, Haruka listened. 


"This island was a place where Christians hid in the past. People who were forbidden to 


believe in Jesus Christ by the country's policy gathered on this isolated island and secretly 
kept the thread of faith alive." 
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EPISODE 23 


The person moves along the seats, stepping outside the door. The sound resonates 
incessantly in Takuma's ears. A sweet fragrance, tickling the nasal passages. This is it. The 
scent of the perfume that person always wore. 


His mother, with one hand holding the rear seat door and the other raising an umbrella high, 
hands the umbrella to Takuma as he steps onto the ground. A pat on the shoulder. 


Takuma is immersed in memories. Unforgettable memories of that day. 


A slight vibration is felt beneath him. Before he realizes it, within the sweet scent, a faintly 
unpleasant odor has mixed in. 


"It's okay, it's okay. Takuma is perfectly fine. If you stay at this school for a while and get 
along with everyone, I'm sure things will get better. Everyone here is just like you... You're all 


similar kids." 


A door opens with a bang in the left rear of Takuma. That person appears, showing their face 
through the open door, staring at Takuma inside the car. 


"Now, we're ready. Takuma, get off." 

The nuance hidden in those words made Takuma lift his face. He stares intently at his 
mother's face. Without responding to that for some reason, the person claiming to be 
Takuma's mother disappeared into the car from which Takuma just emerged. 

"I'll definitely come to pick you up, okay..." 

Takuma continued to gaze directly at the person's face, the face claiming to be his mother. It 
was a face that, as always, looked unnaturally youthful due to makeup, regardless of her 
actual age. The mother closed the door, and the window glass sealed. 

"Sorry, please move the car." 

A small voice was heard, and the car suddenly started moving. 

"Take care." 

Without turning around to look through the window glass even once, she started driving. 
When Takuma lifted his face, her eyes, showing a considerate shade, met his gaze, and a 


smile formed on her lips. 


Takuma turned around. On the gatepost behind him, the words "Municipal Kanozai Middle 
School" were visible. 
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Feeling the coldness of the rain hitting his shoulder, Takuma offered the umbrella he had in 
his hand. In the dark sky, a bright flower was blooming. 


It was a glamorous umbrella, typical of her. Rather than being wielded in a place like this, it 
seemed more fitting to accompany her on a window shopping spree. In a place like this, 
where she came to abandon her son, it seemed more appropriate to accompany her rather 
than being wielded. 

Suddenly, the flower transformed into a deep red rose. 

"| was worried because you suddenly left. | thought Tak must be blaming himself again. But 
it's not right. That was an accident. The bullet might have indeed come from Tak's gun. But 
in that situation, it wouldn't have been strange no matter who took Tak's place, no matter 
who replaced Ki. Ki understood that well, so that's why she said those things at the end." 
He was shrugged. 

"Hey, you've got to cheer up." 

Rose petals scattered. 

"No, it's not petals. That's blood. The deep red blood that was squeezed out of Sagisawa 
Ki's body, draining her life away. | felt warmth on my shoulder. Someone's arm, giving 


warmth to Takuma, someone's arm. 


"What do you know? Because of me, someone died. | pulled the trigger that took a life. Are 
you telling me to forget about it?" 


"I'm not saying that. I'm just saying that Takuma isn't responsible for it." 


"No, everyone is our substitute. If Tak feels responsible for Ki's death, then all of us who 
survived should feel responsible for the people who died. That's why Ki said, 'Don't forget." 


"Naoki..." 


"There's no way there's no responsibility! | killed her... What does Naoki understand... Naoki 
didn't do anything." 


"That's not true." 

"Tak is unfair. He's a coward. He avoids the most painful things. What we really should do is 
survive for the sake of everyone who died, never forgetting them. Until we do that, we 
shouldn't die. That's what we need to do." 

The stern tone in that voice made Takuma turn around. Naoki was staring at him with an 
expression he had never seen before. It was both strong and fragile, a delicate expression 


that seemed like it could crumble with a touch, a fragile expression. 


His eyes were moist. 
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Takuma knew. Naoki, even when it was decided that he would be sent to Kanotoride 
because he was overwhelmed by his relatives, never cried. The day for family visits at 
Kanotoride is Sunday, but even on that day, many students had no visitors. 

"If Tak says that, then I'm carrying guilt too. Shugo, who helped me, Shintaro, who became 
our substitute and died, Yuko, who avoided getting involved in the explosion for us and 
jumped out, Kurosawa who burned with anger for us and died... Tak was one of them, and 
so was Naoki. But Naoki has never shown tears about it. He always smiles." 

"Haruka!" 


"Haru!" 


Haruka entered the room with a apologetic smile. She sat down where she used to face 
Takuma and the others. 


"I'm sorry... ‘Sorry. When | passed by, | accidentally overheard you two talking. | thought of 
just walking by with a straight face, but..." 


"It's okay." 
"Sorry for being a nuisance." 


Upon Takuma's apology, Naoki chuckled and shook her head. She hugged her knees and 
buried her face there. 


Bowing his head slightly, Takuma said, "Everyone will eventually disappear and be gone, 
right? Family, friends... But Naoki will always be by your side. | may not be able to do 


anything, but surely..." 


"Well, | was in Boston until elementary school, you know. So I've seen quite a few people 
over there who suffered from shell shock." 


"Naoki..." 


"Shell shock... or should | say, post-traumatic stress disorder? Even though America won the 
Gulf War, the soldiers on the front lines still suffered from..." 


A clearing of the throat was heard from behind. Takuma quickly turned around. There was a 
figure at the doorway. 


"What's wrong?" 


"It's just that... | always wanted to talk alone with Takuma. Finally, when | thought my wish 
had come true, this happens." 


She shrugged her delicate shoulders. Naoki blushed and tried to stand up in a fluster. 
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"Oh, sorry, sorry. That's not what | meant. Takuma, did you know that I've been watching you 
all this time? Like, secretly going to watch your rugby matches. Well, you probably didn't 
notice." 

With a mischievous smile, Haruka stood up. 

"People who have suffered deep emotional wounds, especially those with friends who died 
in combat, often start feeling a sense of guilt, wondering why they're the only ones who 
survived. It's said that they need specialized care. Even when | was over there, | was just a 
kid, but | could tell that those people had some emotional scars. Because their eyes were so 
dark. Thinking about it, | can understand Takuma's feelings. However, it's not the kind of 
emotional issue that heals quickly. It's a problem that takes a long time to address..." 


"This is what you call ‘confessing,’ right? And doing it while his girlfriend is right there. I'm 
such an airhead who can't read the room." 


Suddenly, she realized something. This was the first time Haruka had addressed Takuma by 
his first name. 


"That's right. By the way, it's the first time I've heard Kuse talk so much." 
With a dry laugh, Haruka turned towards Nao and bowed her head. 


"Sorry, Nao. It's kind of awkward to say this out of the blue. But, | always thought there would 
come a day when | could say it." 


"Ironic, isn't it?" 


"| envied you guys. The rugby team always seemed like such a fun group to me as | 
watched. If | make it back alive... can | join too? Be a part of your group, your friends?" 


Nao quickly stood up. 

"Of course." 

He turned around as his shoulders were tapped. It was Mami and Haruo. 
"Obviously." 

"What's wrong?" 

"Yeah..." 

Frustrated by Haruo's hesitant words, he raised his voice. 


"Come on, speak up. You came to get me for a reason, didn't you?" 
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"It's about Taku. Listen, Taku, you see..." 


Mami spoke up. Her tone was unexpectedly sluggish, making her hardly recognizable as the 
usual Mami. 


Nao took her hand, and then Taku offered his right hand. Haruka's hand felt so cold that it 
sent a chill through them. Surprised, Taku looked up, and Haruka smiled again. 


"It's really hard to say, but | felt like | had no other choice. Of course, | thought it would be 
better to discuss it with Taku first, but..." 


"It's all so messed up." 

"Are you suggesting we burn our friends along with the corpses inside?" 

He reached out and grabbed Haruo's collar. 

Nao pulled at Taku's sleeve, pointing beyond Haruo and Mamiko. There were two terrorists, 
one named Ima Kumine and another tall man—Kazama, if he remembered 
correctly—looking in their direction. 

"Hey, Mamiko. Who killed Shugo, Wataru, and Asuka? Whose fault is it that Kurosawa, 
Maesono, and the others died? Can you forgive them and attend the funeral with those 
people?" 

His fist tightened. Mamiko's face, now being strangled, rapidly turned red. 

"But, but..." 

"Enough, I'll say it." Mamiko changed her tone as if she had made up her mind. Pointing at 
Ima Kumine and the others over her shoulder, she said, "The truth is, they're planning to 
cremate their dead comrades tonight." 

"But, that's... ridiculous!" 

"Yeah, let them do it." 

"So, Taku doesn't have to attend everyone's funeral then!" 

"Actually, it's not..." 

He stopped mid-sentence, taken aback by Mamiko's change in complexion. 


"Impossible." 


Beside him, Haruo strained his voice. Overwhelmed by that voice, Taku's grip loosened. 
Mamiko quickly pulled away, rubbing her throat. 
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"Yeah, that's right. | thought, why not cremate our fallen comrades together," she said. 

"Isn't it stupid? If we don't attend everyone's funeral here, we might not be able to hold a 
funeral for them. We don't know what will happen to us after this. Even if we safely return to 
the mainland, even if we're forgiven, and even if we can safely go back to Kanozaki Middle 
School, do you think everyone would be happy to have such a funeral?" 

"We might not be able to return to where we came from,” Nao said, swallowing hard. 
"Everyone..." 

It was true. When today ended and the sun rose on the third day of the game's deadline, 
what would happen to Taku and the others if they couldn't bring themselves to kill Nanahara 
and the third day passed? Haruo's message was clear. What meaning did it have to attend 
the funeral conducted by those people who armed them, sent them to this island, and 
ordered them to kill? The collars were gone, but something heavier and sharper than those 
collars had become individual shackles for each of them. As long as they existed, true 
freedom wouldn't be granted to Taku and the others. 

A funeral. Everyone would likely cry. They would say how pitiful the students who died at 
such young ages were and shed tears. No one would laugh at a funeral. Everyone would 


imitate crying. But who would truly shed tears? 


The BR Act. What awaited Taku and the others who survived without completing the 
mission? What did it mean to truly mourn those deaths? 


"| hate it, Taku. The idea of those adults, full of lies and hypocrisy, holding a funeral for 
everyone..." 


"And besides," Haruo, lowering his voice, continued. 
"... Words rotted in my heart, turning into filth and leaking out. 


Tears welled up at the corners of Haruo's eyes. 

Those adults. 

Glaring at their faces, Taku dashed forward. 

Those terrorists. 

Akuya Nanahara. 

(Akuya Nanahara!) 

He sprinted through the dusty corridor and burst into the large hall. The door to the hall was 


already lost, but if there had been a door, he would have undoubtedly kicked it down and 
rushed into the room. 
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Everything was already screwed up. 


Akuya was alone, kneeling in front of the altar. The corpses that had been laid out were 
already removed. It became clear now. The countless candles lit on the altar were meant to 
mourn the souls of the deceased. 


Whether Akuya heard Taku's footsteps or not, he stood up and slowly turned around. Taku 
threw words at his face. 


It was too much of a hassle to think things over slowly. Those lying adults. Those terrorists 
who killed people." 


Akuya Nanahara. 


"Another comrade has died. Don't worry. It wasn't killed by your subordinates. | killed her. | 
accidentally fired the gun and shot Ki. Since coming to this island, | couldn't kill a single 
terrorist. The only one | could kill was my own comrade! All the adults keep suppressing us, 
saying we're just kids, yet they try to burden us with something without asking. Amidst the 
blunt sermons and dubious advice, we can't say what we want. We can't say anything. ... 
Our own comrades! It's absurd!" 


Taku grabbed Akuya by the collar, words pouring out of his mouth like water cascading into a 
basin. He challenged Akuya, slamming words at him. Taku stared intently into Akuya's 
almond-shaped eyes. Those eyes were waiting for Taku's words. 


"What should we do from now on?" 

That's right. What should we do? Abandoned by parents, with no home to return to, unable 
to go back to the only refuge, the school. We, who can neither remain children nor be 
allowed to become adults. 

"What path should we take?" 

"There was no path from the beginning! We don't have anywhere to go! We knew that! There 
was no place to go back to! We're stray dogs! The place we should have gone wasn't 
Kagenui, it was supposed to be the pound! Us... us!" 


"Say something!" 
Nanahara's lips parted, and words spilled out. 


"There's no answer. You have to find it yourself." 


Arms reached out from all directions. One arm wrapped around Takuma's neck, applying 
force. Several other arms attempted to pry Takuma's fingers from around Nanahara's neck. 


Not a chance. 
Aiming for those lips, Takuma struck with all his might. Grasping Nanahara's swaying neck, 


he tightened his grip. Both of them fell onto the debris-covered floor, the weight of two bodies 
pressing onto Nanahara's legs. The impact on the back of Nanahara's head and his back 
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made him stagger, and a faint breath escaped his lips. Trying to squeeze out that breath 
even more... 


"Darn it, darn it, darn it! Are we allowed to do anything just because we're dogs?" 
"Is it okay to throw stones and beat us to death? You're all the same... Liar bastards!" He 
hurled leaves. 


Suddenly, his whole body went numb. A sense of exhaustion spread from his neck. He 
released what his fingers had grasped. 


"| get it... This is war, right? You're all fighting hard, aren't you? Just so you won't lose to 
those lying adults. But even that is just a bunch of pretty words, isn't it?" 


"You...!" 
He waved his hand toward the altar. 


It was irritating. Everything, trying to restrain us, trying to crush us. They wanted to take 
away everything important. 


"Loud!" 


"Are the dead all just candles? Even small children, forcing them into the fight! Aren't you the 
same as adults? Just pushing us down, thinking it's okay as long as you have power—how 
are you different from the adults?" 


"Awful!" 


In the corner of his vision, he saw Nao and the others. Nao stood at the doorway, placing a 
concerned hand on her chest. Around her, terrorists approached with open hostility. 


Nanahara raised his hand, restraining Maki, who was about to scream. He wiped the blood 
from his mouth and stood up. His knees wobbled once or twice, but he stopped his 
approaching comrades with his hand. 


"| wish wars would end soon." 


Nanahara, who had been lying in the center of the hall, rolled onto his back. Using his left 
arm as support, he slowly raised his upper body. Blood oozed from his mouth. His eyes 
locked onto Takuma. With that gaze, he once again spoke challengingly. 


He twisted the cap off a bottle, took a short sip, and, while swallowing the liquid, opened his 
eyes that had been closed. He smiled. 

He opened his mouth. The gaze directed at Takuma's face, unlike with Satsuki, had turned 
into something lonely. It had the same color as when they first spoke, reminiscent of an 
abandoned child. 


"Maki, let's get started." 
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"Okay." 

"I've been thinking all along. How can we answer those who died?" 

Satsuki, who was standing by the wall, nodded at Nanahara's words. She seemed to be 
heading towards the corner of the room where the instruments were placed but, as if 
reconsidering, abruptly changed her mind and hurried back to the center of the room. 

The question was not directed at Takuma. It wasn't aimed at anyone in the surroundings. It 
wasn't even for Nanahara himself. The question, mingling with the heavy air in the dimly lit 
room, faded away. 


A small click. 


Takuma's cheek stung. He fluttered his right hand, the one that had struck his cheek, and 
spoke with a mocking expression. 


"Kid!" 

"| don't know. But people somehow become adults. What we can do now, as the living, is to 
not forget those who have died. Even after becoming adults, never forget. Carry the burden 
of the lives lost and keep on living." 

Suddenly, Nanahara interrupted his words. He took something out of his back pocket—a 
genuine skittle. Nanahara held it up, and the room, though growing dark as the sun leaned 
toward the west, was faintly lit from somewhere. A sweet scent tickled the nose. 

The rain, which had been pounding on the windows, had silently disappeared. 

"Jin, is everyone here?" Nanahara asked. 

"Yeah, what are we going to do now?" Jin inquired. 

"Listen up. How old are you, Jin?" Nanahara smiled at him. 


"I'm ten." 


"At ten, you probably understand. What I'm about to say now is a message to kids like Jin all 
over the world." 


A long shadow stretched behind Nanahara Akiya, standing in the center of the room. Despite 
the not-so-bright sunlight, Nanahara squinted his eyes as if it were dazzling. In the 
background, the terrorists were running around, preparing for something. 


"Age." 


"Will | understand it?" 
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"Jin will probably understand." 

Everyone had gathered in the large hall—Nao, Shiori, Kyoko, the terrorists, and even the 
children Takuma had only glimpsed before. Seeing them again, he was surprised anew by 
how young they were. 

Nanahara ruffled Jin's hair. 


"Maki, how much control can you take back?" 


A boy stepped forward from among the children. It was Jin, the boy who had spoken with 
Nanahara yesterday. He approached Nanahara and stood by his side. 


Ukai, behind Nanahara, had spread something like a battle flag. Staring at the instruments, 
Maki answered the question. 


"Akiya." 


"I've tried to list up the remote controls as much as possible, but we're looking at a slim 
chance. Maybe 5% at best. It might get noticed before we even begin. I've done my best." 


Nanahara, who had been gazing out the window, responded to the voice and lowered his 
head. 


"If the server goes down, it's game over at that point, right?" 
Yoneuchi cracked a fierce smile. 
"Five percent is more than enough. Right, Akiya?" 


...How much blood had been shed? How many tears had been shed? All the comrades who 
fought together had been killed over the past three years." 


Nanahara nodded. Imakumine set up a video camera in front of Nanahara, and a cord 
extended from the back of the camera, connecting it to the instruments that Maki was 
manipulating. A red light beside the camera lit up, and Imakumine nodded. 


Under intense scrutiny, Nanahara began to speak. The only sounds besides his voice were 
the rhythmic tapping of Maki's keyboard behind the instruments. Everyone, holding their 
breath, watched Nanahara. 

"We're ready. Shall we proceed?" 

Nanahara nodded again, facing the camera. Takuma finally grasped what was happening 


here. The terrorists were trying to convey something once again, likely to people worldwide, 
perhaps to children like Takuma all over the world. 
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EPISODE 24 


"Let's go! It's a pirate broadcast for the whole world!" 


"The battle of the past three years might seem to have ended in our apparent defeat. What 
has changed? They will say that. Even if you struggle like this, ultimately the world remains 
unchanged, the sun sets, and it rises again. Days that seemingly never change continue to 
repeat. That may indeed seem to be the case. However, | want you to think. Where is the 
true winner? Where is the real loser? Well, does there even exist a clear winner in this 
fight?" 


The gentle voice, like ripples on the water, faded, and silence filled the room. Nanahara 
slowly began to speak, a faint smile appearing on his lips. 


Who were the ones applauding? Perhaps they were the trashy adults who, while casually 
eating their meals, watched the miserable deaths of Takuma's friends on the TV screen. 
Despite the possibility that his words might not reach them, Nanahara fought with all his 
might to send out words against those contemptible adults. 


Behind Nanahara, vague shadows appeared. They were the companions who had died. 


Shintaro, who, in place of Takuma and the others' conscience, refused to fight and died. 
Shugo, who chose a lonely death to prevent dragging everyone into the explosion. 


"Those who hate us as enemies claim to be the absolute justice. Fine, let justice be on their 
side. However, to ensure that justice does not perish from the world, we, the terrorists 
branded as evil, will never perish either. We know. A handful of countries, a handful of 
adults, arbitrarily deciding the world's freedom and peace. But the world we live in is by no 
means unified. There are naturally 6.3 billion people living, 6.3 billion lives, 6.3 billion peace, 
6.3 billion justices, 6.3 billion wars, and evils! If people avert their eyes from that history and 
forget, then such peace is nothing more than dog's crap!" 


The members of Schwarz Katz, led by Ryo Kurosawa, continued to burn with flames of 
hatred until the end. 


While vaguely listening to those words, Takuma stood frozen in place. And the other 
students who crumbled and died. 


Their spirits lingered in the room, listening intently to Nanahara's words. 
Who might be on the other side of the video camera as Nanahara spoke? Perhaps people 
angered and writhing at the terrorists' actions. Or those genuinely touched by the words 


coming from Nanahara's mouth. 


"Their faces were uniformly stern. As if deliberating Sevenhara's statement, they wore 
expressions of displeasure with question marks etched on their brows, listening intently. 
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The already short winter sun was casting shadows, enveloping Sevenhara's figure in the 
dusk. The living and the dead, gathered together, held their breaths, awaiting the words of 
Akiya Sevenhara. 


Among them, there seemed to be faces unknown to Takuma. Ghosts clad in camouflage 
similar to Takuma, soaked in blood, faces of strangers who had fallen in the BR game. Their 
mouths seemed to loosen as if about to speak. 


They were all people who had died incomplete deaths. Children who experienced few joys 
and left behind regrets, having gone through mostly painful experiences. 


"Children fighting loneliness around the world. You may be alone, but let's stop fearing being 
alone. Abandoned children from all over the world, stand together. And let's fight together. 
The world does not exist for the handful of adults. It belongs to you. We will keep fighting to 
reclaim that future, even if it means turning all adults into enemies. Arm yourselves." 

"In this world filled with deceit and deception, send bullets of anger. Holding a silver 
Kalashnikov, Nanahara raised his voice significantly. 


"We are now discarding our old shoes and stepping out somewhere that is not here. They 
stole freedom from us, and Takuma could see it. Inside their chests, a lump of unspoken 
words lingered, darkening and entangling silently. The time of death rattles was too short, 
and the words that couldn't be uttered are keeping them tethered to this land forever. They 
are waiting. Instead of themselves, those words will be directed at all the adults Nanahara 
Akiya has targeted. Tonight, we send this message. Merry Christmas. A terrorist declaration. 
‘Wild Seven,’ Nanahara Akiya." 


Suddenly, a deafening explosion echoed from outside the window. Ripples ran through the 
window glass, and the entire room vibrated." 


"Akiya, look at the sea!" 

A voice from someone's receiver echoed through the radio. "Looks like they heard the 
current situation." 

As the red light of the video camera went out, the figures of the ghosts that had crowded the 
room disappeared simultaneously. It was the moment Takuma tried to release the breath he 
had been holding. 


Maki rushed to the window, opening the almost broken glass window. Laughter resounded 
throughout the room. The terrorists, all at once, broke into smiles. Sazumi, Kyumine, 
Makoto, Saki, even the usually stern Mineuchi, all had faces lightened with smiles. 
Nanahara, who had been looking down, trembled, but eventually, he lifted his head and 
joined the laughter. 


Beyond the sea, around where the distant mountain shadows were visible, a swirling flow of 
light was present. Red, yellow, and trailing white lights raced up into the sky, disappearing 
one after another. The continuous, explosive sounds filled the black sea, churning the 
surface into foamy waves. 
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Sazumi walked over, patting his shoulder. 


"Artillery...?" 

"Damn, | misspoke!" 

"No, that's... fireworks!" 
"Ah, | misspoke! Damn it!" 


As if lava were erupting from the ground, a torrent of light and sound was launched into the 
night sky. Rather than being overwhelmed by fits of laughter, Nanahara also cheerfully 
declared. 


Flames crawled over the wooden structure, crackling and making the surroundings hot with 
the blowing heat. The crisp December night air began to carry a hint of warmth. 


With delight. They displayed the act with great enthusiasm. It was almost like mockery. The 
swirling light in the sky seemed to sneer at Nanahara and his companions’ determination. It 
boasted its own power, showcasing the helplessness of Nanahara and his group. 


Illuminated by the light, Nanahara coughed. 
As the wind, blown by the flames, tousled his hair, Takuma stood still. 


"Merry Christmas." 


Takuma noticed. The ghosts that should have disappeared from the room had returned. 
Now, the expressions on their faces were joyful smiles. 


It was the site of the coal mine, where Shugo and the others lost their lives under the 
terrorists' mortar fire. The scars of that event still lingered on the ground. The surrounding 
dilapidated buildings bore dark traces of bullet marks. The crimson flames vaguely 
illuminated these marks. 


In front of Takuma, towering flames and the silhouettes of people standing before the flames 
came into view. Terrorists and the students of Kanoh Citadel, mixed together, silently gazed 
at the flames. 


Wooden debris, stacked high, was doused with oil, and a spark was thrown. Sparks darted, 
mingling with the strong scent of burning wood, and a distinct odor filled the air. Without 
flinching, they accepted it. The people in front of Takuma, inexplicably, bowed their heads 
and began to offer prayers. 


"It seems they're quite pissed off." 
A shoulder was tapped. 


Mineuchi, without taking his eyes off the flames, spoke. Sazumi nodded. 


In front of his turned face, that genuine skillet was thrust. Behind it was the face of Nanahara 
Akiya. 
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"Wanna drink?" 
He silently waved his hand to decline it. Nanahara returned his right hand and took another 
sip. 


"Whatever intentions they had in leaving us alone until now, and why they decided to launch 
a direct attack, those calculations don't matter. What's important is that they've finally gotten 
serious. Probably tomorrow morning, a full-scale attack will come." 

Sazumi's throat twitched. 


Kyumine, sitting in a distant place, hummed some song in a low voice. It was a song with 
unfamiliar words and an unfamiliar melody to Takuma. Despite not Knowing the song or its 
name, he instantly understood that it was a song mourning the dead. A song with a flat, 
cough-like tone. 

"Listen." 

With the flames at his back, Sazumi turned around. 

"They're tired of using us as clowns, portraying a puppet show tainted with the fingerprints of 
justice and evil. It's probably that our usefulness has come to an end. With the broadcast 
earlier, they must have steeled themselves. They're likely thinking that they can't let the kids 
run wild any longer, that they can't afford to let things go on as they please." 

"What about us? We're not even your allies or anything..." 


"The bombardment earlier. That was undoubtedly a final warning. We, just now, declared 
war on them once again. That should be their answer." 


Risa shouted, struggling. 
"That's...!" 
"Risa." 


Naoya, who had been watching over the collapsed classmate as if concerned, surely lifted 
his face. He directed a sharp gaze at Nanahara. 


"Soldiers who lag behind on the front lines will only become sacrifices," Kyumine, who had 
stopped singing, said in a flat voice. "They've said it's war, right? In that case, whether those 
soldiers get caught in the crossfire or not, they don't care. They'll launch a full-scale attack 
without hesitation." 

"To abandon them like that..." 


Coldly, Sazumi retorted to the bewildered Risa. 


"So, what will happen to those kids? Those, who are so young... Will they be dragged into 
this as victims too?" 


Nanahara opened his mouth, looking at Naoya. 
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"For the past six months on this island, we've uncovered tunnels buried underground. 
Probably tunnels created in the last exploratory dig just before the mine was abandoned. 
The tunnels have branching paths. If you go straight, it leads to a dead-end ore deposit, but 
if you take a turn at the fork, you can reach a cove not marked on the map. In that cove, 
we've hidden several escape boats. You can use them to get out." 


"When they put those collars on you, they abandoned you." 

"You came to this island, survived against their expectations, heard things you shouldn't 
have, and witnessed things you shouldn't have. They're not so innocent as to want those 
kinds of people to return willingly. Like a single bad germ that can spoil the entire grain 
storehouse, they'll eradicate everything. Everyone on this island. In fact, they'll attack with 
everything they have to erase any trace that we were here." 


Nanahara tightened his grip on the Kalashnikov with his right hand. 

"You all, escape. If possible, take the children with you," Sazumi continued. 

"We used an electromagnetic bomb when we helped you—originally, it was meant to hinder 
pursuit from behind when we were escaping. But it's not available now. So, we'll be the ones 
to draw the enemy's attention." 

"You guys?" 

Looking at Nanahara's face, burdened by flames, those lips carried a faint smile. 

"Once you escape from the island and pass through the territorial waters of this country, 
there should be a boat waiting. After prolonged fighting, our funds are almost depleted, but 
there's still enough to charter a boat. If you can get on that boat, it should take you 
somewhere. Don't ask where you'll be taken. Tomorrow, with the dawn, this island will 
become hell. We're going somewhere a little more decent than hell, so don't complain about 
luxury." 

"You'll let us escape?" 

Risa asked with an expression of disbelief plastered on her face. Sazumi nodded. 

"This fight has nothing to do with you." 

"Don't casually thank us for letting you go. The real difficulty starts now. Living is hundreds of 
times more challenging than dying. We don't even know what fate awaits you. The place you 
arrive might be a hell worse than this one. Even so, the possibility of surviving is not zero." 


"What about you guys?" 


Maki, carrying a large board, asked, and the noisy children followed behind Takuma. "What 
are you going to do?" escaped from Takuma's mouth. 
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"Don't waste it. Not being able to accept people's kindness straightforwardly is a sign of 
immaturity." 


"Here, eat. | used rice for the first time in a while and made proper rice." 


On the board were unevenly sized rice balls. The terrorists approached, cheering, and took 
the rice balls one by one. 


Nanahara urged Takuma, "Eat." 

"No, we..." 

Overwhelmed by the force of his words, the gently rising steam and the simple fragrance of 
the received white rice stimulated their noses. Unable to resist, they took a bite. Saliva had 
unknowingly welled up in their parched mouths. They pressed the clump of rice grains into 
their mouths, chewing it briskly with their molars. A faint sweetness spread, and a tingling 
sensation ran through their tongues. Since breakfast before leaving Kanoh Citadel Middle 
School, this was their first meal in two days. 

They were nudged in the back. 

"It's delicious, delicious." 

Naoya in front of them was shedding tears. 

"| never thought I'd be able to eat rice again. | wanted to share it with everyone..." 

"You fool. Don't unnecessarily hold back. Anyway, even if we save it for the future, the 
rations will be wasted tomorrow." 


"More importantly, eat and fill your stomach. Haven't you had anything to eat?" 


In front of Takuma, who was hesitating, a white lump was thrust. Maki, with a displeased 
expression, spoke. 


Everyone was savoring the rice balls. Simple rice balls with nothing inside, just sprinkled with 
salt. Everyone around the campfire was enjoying those white rice balls. 


"Yes, eat. Despite Akiya's suggestion, there's one person not here." 

"Naoya. Where did Kuse go?" 

In response to Takuma's voice, Naoya widened her eyes, looking around. 

"She's not here! Where could she have gone?" 

The lone rice ball didn't seem to go down easily for Naoya. Despite trying to swallow it 


somehow, the rice grain seemed to stick to the walls of her throat, and it didn't go down 
easily. Even as she desperately tried to gather saliva, her mouth remained dry. 
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"I'll look for her..." 
"What's wrong, Haruo? Not eating?" 
Holding back Takuma, Naoya spoke. 


Masaomi called out. He quickly finished his own rice ball and sent a covetous glance at 
Haruo's rice ball in his hands. 


"Okay. Takuma, stay here. I'll go look for her. Maybe she's not feeling well?" 
"| see..." 

"I'll eat! | have to eat. But it won't go down. Masaomi can eat well, huh?" 
"Why is that?" 

Naoya, who had started to turn around, suddenly stopped and turned back. 
"It's not like I'm jealous or anything." 

"Fool!" 


"Well, you heard the talk earlier, right? Tomorrow there will be a full-scale attack here. If that 
happens, this time we..." 


"That's nonsense." 
Smirking at the blushing Takuma, Naoya dashed away. 
Masaomi snorted. 


"| was always jittery in front of Kenyo. Maybe | would be the one killed. When | think about 
that, anyway, | get hungry, and | get hungry." 


"That's why you should eat. It might be that we all die tomorrow. Is it better for Haruo to die 
with an empty stomach? Or is it better to eat properly before dying?" 


"That's weird!" Haruo exclaimed in a disgusted tone. 
"| used to think about it a lot." 
"Why would you think about that when you're about to have a life-and-death fight?" 


Without hesitation, Masaomi tore a corner of the rice ball and threw it into his mouth. 
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"Well, because it's pitiful to die with an empty stomach, isn't it?" Masaomi said with a 
composed face. 


"When | was at the previous school, | often argued with Kenyo." 

"Masaomi?" 

"Dying while thinking, 'Oh, I'm hungry, I'm starving,’ until the very moment of death is so 
miserable." 

"So, I've decided to act recklessly and straightforwardly in times like this," Masaomi said with 


a smirk, standing up. 


"Yeah," he said casually. "But it's different from just arguing. It's like suddenly smashing 
someone's head with a metal bat, a flashy kind of argument without restrictions." 


"A metal bat? That would kill someone..." 

"Masaomi?" 

"It might. Because both of us are idiots and don't know how to hold back. If we're not careful, 
someone might end up dead. So, since we're going to die anyway, might as well do 
everything we want..." 

"If you're going to die anyway, you should confess to the person you like... Even you, Haruo." 


"Wha... what are you talking about?" 


Before Mayuko could respond, Kyouko stood up in indignation. 
"What should we do at a time like this..." 


Walking with his hands fluttering, he approached. He came near the campfire and stopped. 
Kakei Kyouko and Renta Mayu were squatting, gazing blankly at the flames. Masami also 
crouched down there. 


"Sorry for bothering you at a time like this." 


"I'm saying this because it's a time like this," Masami said while looking at Mayu. "It's painful 
to die without saying what you want to say, right?" 


"What...?" 
Suddenly, Mayu spoke. 
"It's okay." 


The two looked vaguely in that direction. A broad smile spread across Masami's face, and 
the next moment, words that even Haruo didn't anticipate flew out of his mouth. 
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"You, uh..." 


Kyouko uttered the same words as before. However, Masami looked even more stunned 
than Kyouko. 


"I've liked Mayu for a long time. Would you spend tonight with me?" 
"That means..." 


Mayu smiled and extended her right hand. 
Mayu looked bewildered when he spoke. Gradually, her face flushed red. 


"Wa-wait, isn't that a bit..." 


"It's a yes-or-no question, and | didn't say yes. Or is there another answer to this binary 
choice?" 


"You're good at saying things. I'll say it straightforwardly. | want to hold you. Is that okay?" 
"| got one for myself too. If you're okay with it, let's do it together." 

Quite literally, Masami leaped up. 

"Is it really okay, Mayu? | mean, I..." 

While accepting a lump of white rice, Shiori sent a cautious look. 

"What's your intention?" 

"| just like the ridiculously straightforward way he speaks." 

"It's nothing special." 


Standing up, he entwined his left arm with Masami's right arm. Dragging that arm along, 
Masami started walking. 


Haruo watched the two of them in amazement. The lump of rice in his hand had crumbled 
beyond recognition. 

Haruya scratched his head with the hand not holding the rice ball. Shiori's eyes returned to 
their stern expression, piercing Haruya with her gaze. 


"| just wanted to say that I'm not really bothered by Kitano trying to betray the Second Squad 
or anything like that. Back then, | was desperate to defeat Nanahara somehow. In those 
moments, | might have come up with the same idea." 


Shiori was sitting outside the circle of the bonfire. Leaning against a fallen tree, she gazed 


absentmindedly at the night sky. The once severe expression she had when holding a rifle 
had now transformed into a calm, almost childlike face. Haruya squatted in front of her and 
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extended the rice ball he had in his hand. Shiori blinked rapidly when suddenly presented 
with the rice ball. 


"Let's eat. Kitano must be hungry too, right?" 


"You didn't think of that, did you?" Shiori spoke while biting into the rice ball. "| thought of it. 
You guys didn't think of things like that, so you blamed me. Don't say things later that seem 
like you've just realized it." 


Ignoring Haruya, she continued to silently munch on the rice grains. 


"| was really troubled by the question of why you guys weren't bothered by it. | wondered 
what was so different about us. But | get it now. The game changed my sister. When | met 
her again after two years, she had become a completely different person." 


"Hey... Did you talk to her?" 
"That woman who shot down Kitano's gun, she's my sister." 


Shiori stopped chewing at those words and turned her gaze back to Haruya. 
"Sakurai's?" 


"| was sternly turned away. They said the Sakurai Saki you know is dead. But that's when | 
understood. My sister went through something really tough in the BR game two years ago. It 
changed her, made her go through such a hard time that she wanted to abandon her family. 
The BR game must be that harsh." 


In the post-rain night sky, the full moon was rising. Its subtle reflection outlined the square 
silhouette of the towering hideout. Saki should have been in there. Rifle in hand, facing the 
horizon, 


"Yeah," the words unexpectedly slipped out. "She went missing two years ago, and | met her 
yesterday. She seemed like a completely different person. Two years ago, my sister was 
forced to participate in the BR game. Surviving that, she didn't come home and disappeared 
somewhere. | was puzzled why she would do that after managing to survive. We, my dad 
and |, ended up disliking her for it." 


Haruya continued to monitor the approaching figure. It must be lonely surveillance, 
constantly watching for someone who might come. Haruya couldn't help but think about how 


lonely that kind of surveillance must be. 


Takuma and Shuya Nanahara sat in silence, looking at the campfire in front of them. Takuma 
twisted his neck and glanced at the profile of Shuya beside him. 


"It's not a good situation," Shiori muttered softly. 


"Hey, tell me about the BR game you participated in. About your experience in the BR 
game," said Takuma. 
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EPISODE 25 


"Huh?" Glancing at Takuma as he spoke, Shuya Nanahara coughed. 

"| said, there's nothing to talk about. Everyone died, and | survived. That's all there is to it," 
he replied, his eyes showing a hint of anger again. He contorted his mouth and stared 
intently at his clenched fist. 


"Kitano?" asked Takuma. 


"| asked that guy, Yonemi Ume, about it. Your BR game had an abnormal ending. It wasn't 
just one survivor; you and another person made it, right? Why did that happen?" 


"Those who abandoned their families, those who pushed that guy to do it—all of them are 
damn fools. It's nothing good," Shuya responded. 


"| had a good friend,” he added. 
"A friend?" 


It seemed that Shuya's eyes did not reflect Shizuka's figure. Takuma, unable to find the right 
words, simply stared at the girl in front of him. 


"The friend who helped me and another girl escape, she's dead," Shuya explained. 

"Dead?" Takuma inquired. 

"Yeah. She sacrificed herself to save us. But you know, it's not like | asked for it. Why should 
| be forced to live along the path dictated by someone else's fate? | hate it. If | had known 
that | would end up like this, | would have refused from the beginning. | don't want it. Living 
according to someone else's destiny, especially one imposed on me, is just not my thing." 
Another Skittle appeared in Shuya's hand. He opened the lid and put it in his mouth. 

"| got this Skittle from her. Every time | swallow one, it feels like she's recommending a drink 
to me," Shuya said, contemplating something else while absorbing Takuma's words. Then he 


spoke again. 


"For an internationally wanted criminal, you seem quite sentimental," he said, unintentionally 
giving his words a mocking tone. 


"| don't mind being sentimental. This Skittle, this bandana, this knife, this 
Kalashnikov—they're all things | received from someone. They weren't originally mine." 


"There was someone who used to say similar things. About the people in this country 
suffering under the BR Act, he said there are three choices. One is to accept it and live with 
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it. The second is to take up arms and fight against such laws. And the third is to declare that 
you can't live in a country where such laws prevail and escape as quickly as possible." 


Takuma snorted. 


"I'd do the same. After all, it's just a law someone else decided on. What's the point of 
clinging to that and living by it? Instead, I'd rather find a different place and live a different 
way," Takuma declared. 


"If that's the case, you can just discard it. | mean, you accepted a gun, so now you have to 
live as a terrorist," Shuya added, suggesting that there are alternatives. 


"Yeah," agreed Takuma, and Shuya nodded. A wry smile appeared on Shuya's face as he 
detached another Skittle and took a sip. The burning liquid flowed down his throat, searing 
and tracing through his body. In a body marked with sorrow and anger, the liquid filled the 
void. The pain from the burns intensified, but that pain was the evidence of life experiencing 
pain. 


"That's right. You should go for it. The fewer people involved in this foolish fight, the better," 
Shuya remarked. 


(Takuma thought to himself, "| won't forget.") 
"Shuya," Takuma coughed in his chest. 


Haruya Hisase lay in the thickets of fallen leaves. With both arms embracing his body and 
both knees bent, he resembled a fetus. 


"But in exchange, never forget that there were people engaged in such fights. Please tell 
everyone you meet from now on. In the Far East of this country, there were foolish laws 
decided by foolish adults, and foolish kids challenged them in a foolish fight. Even if we all 
die, as long as someone remembers it, true death won't come..." 


When the flashlight in Shuya's hand first illuminated Haruya Hisase, Naoya thought Haruya 
had tired and fallen asleep. However, there was no sign of life from his body. Despite being 
under the dripping dew of the trees at night, there was no indication that Naoya cared. 

"As long as someone remembers it..." 

Naoya reached out, touched the skin, and realized clearly. 

Suddenly, the scene in front of his eyes blurred. From Seven's hand, the Skittle bag fell to 
the ground. Seven had already been on the brink of death. Knowing that, why would he utter 


such words? 


Haruya had completely passed away. His body had already started losing warmth, and the 
luster was fading from his skin. 
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"Haruya, why?" 
"Haruya, you said you'd join our group if you returned safely, didn't you..." 


His outstretched hand made contact with the body's waist. There was a pouch there, the 
same one Haruya always had wrapped around his waist. Naoya had a sudden idea and 
unzipped it. 


The face of Takuma, who was probably waiting by the campfire, unaware of anything, came 
to mind. He had survived that battle, had the potential for escape tomorrow, and yet... 


Inside the pouch, there was a small syringe and an empty ampule. No, there were two more 
ampules, broken in half, their contents emptied... The moment Naoya saw that, a sigh 
escaped his lips. 


"He broke them!" 

To die alone in a place like this... He felt the urge to grab Haruya's shoulders and shake him. 
However, the Haruya before him remained unresponsive, eyes closed. The moonlight 
illuminated his pallid face. 

December 25, 1213, 05:35 PM [New Fatality] Female No. 5, Haruka Kuse 

The image of Haruka injecting herself shyly just before the assault on the hideout came 
back. For certain diabetic patients, skipping insulin injections could lead to confusion and 
even death. It seemed that the crucial ampule had shattered due to the impact of the battle. 
Remaining: 9 


Back when Haruka had thrown taunts at them... 


At the foot of the island, preparations for the invasion were lively. Numerous lights, more 
than typical fishing lamps, occasionally flickered, suggesting the bustling activity below. 


Above Battleship Island, kites were gracefully soaring in the sky. Without moving their wings 
at all, they floated in the air with an unhurried demeanor, resembling a mobile suspended by 
a thread. 

"Shall we switch?" came a voice from behind. 

The wind was calm. Under the light purple sky, sea birds rested quietly on the gently rippling 
surface of the sea. Sakie's eyes, peering through the scope, followed the black shadows of 


birds and occasional rocky outcrops appearing in the waves. 


"It's not yet 0500 hours, not time for a shift change,” Sakie replied without taking her eyes off 
the scope. 


At the edge of the sniper's perch, one could imagine Fima, as usual, showing only the top of 
his head. His expression remained as stoic as ever. 
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In the scattered patches of the broad coppice below, small lights were flickering. It seemed 
like the sabotage team led by YOnai was inspecting traps. At the remains of the coal mine 
where the victims were cremated yesterday, the traces of a campfire were still smoldering, 
emitting thin smoke. 

"It's a bit early, but it should be fine. Looks like they're about to depart," Sakie said. 

"Who are 'they'?" 

In the corner of the sky, a crimson dawn began to shine. The silhouettes of mountains 
behind the harbor town on the mainland, visible in the far distance, were becoming faintly 
distinguishable. 


Understanding it but deliberately asking again. 


Nodding slightly, Sakie changed her position on the sniper perch. Fuma knelt there, 
seamlessly blending into the surroundings as if he had been in that spot for a decade. 


"Those middle schoolers. They're going to escape with the kids. They should be in the main 
hall now." 


"Sakurai." 

"It's fine." 

"Go and help them. They're your brother, right?" 

As Sakie began to descend the ladder, Fuma, without turning around, threw words at her. 
"Today, having just me on this sniper perch is more than enough." 

Hearing this, Sakie unintentionally turned around. She hadn't talked to Fama about her 
brother, and she wondered how he knew. Fuma was always like that—knowing things 
without asking anyone. 

"Yeah, but there's nothing to talk about now." 


"Well, then, go and see. Staring at the same scenery for too long can be tiring." 


Saki stared at Fima's slender back. As usual, Fima tended to retreat into silence, as if what 
he said was a lie once he spoke his mind. 


"| can't let you do all the work alone. If the attack starts, I'll come running right away." 


Fuma coughed in agreement in his low voice. 
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As he spoke, Fama began to ascend. He started to make a defense, then held back. It 
wouldn't hurt to acknowledge Fuma's goodwill. Perhaps, just once, it might be good to see 
Haruya's face for the last time. 

After that, silence. 


"Got it, I'll do that." 


As Saki descended the ladder, she rubbed the corner of her eye once. Amidst the ambient 
noise, voices were thrown around. 


- This is Point B, Sagami. Positions are taken! 
- This is Point C, YOnai. Ready! Traps at each point have been checked. 


(Thank you for suggesting | escape. But | can't. 'Wild Seven’ is my place, my family.) 
"Understood. Once we're done here, I'll also take my position at Point A." 


Having finished speaking into the microphone, Nanahara turned to face Takuma and the 
others standing close by. 


The sun had already begun to rise. Light crawled in through the brown, slightly dirty glass 
windows. The candlelight, once dazzling until Yuki's demise, now flickered weakly, losing its 


strength. 


One by one, they gazed at those faces. When they reached Takuma, he met their gaze with 
a strong intensity, and Nanahara seemed to faintly nod. 


After waking up, they were treated to a simple breakfast, and Takuma's group was guided to 
that large hall. Upon entering the room, they were returned their military attire and O3-type 


BR rifles. 


"I've loaded the rounds for you," said Maki. There was no hint of provocation, just the 
busyness of someone doing what needed to be done. Thirty minutes passed. 


Children burst in through the entrance. Saki, who was about to enter the room, stepped 
aside to make way. Children, carrying disproportionately large backpacks, swarmed around 
Nanahara, cheering. Pushed by the children, Nanahara spoke. 

In front of the altar, Nanahara Akiya and Maki, holding the receiver. 

"Can you see the duct along the wall? From there, we can get to the basement." 


"Jin..." 


"My dad and mom are already dead. All | have left is everyone on this island. | don't want to 
say goodbye to anyone else. Don't abandon me!" 
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"Jin, we would never abandon everyone. We fight because we want you all to survive." 
"But, but..." 


Nanahara smiled and knelt down. Lowering the silver Kalashnikov from his shoulder, he 
extended it towards Jin. 


The basement is accessible. It's located where the old power distribution room used to be, 
and there are several pipes extending from it. One of those pipes leads to the abandoned 
mine | mentioned yesterday. Since the pipes are numbered in the order the tunnels were 
opened, just follow the last one, and you shouldn't go wrong. Get in there. About 500 meters 
in, there's a junction. It's a tiny path that may not look like a fork, so don't miss it. Follow it 
straight, and you should come out on the rocky side of the island's north. There, you'll find a 
boat." 

Looking down, Nanahara asked the boy embracing the assault rifle, 


"Lend me your gun. This Kalashnikov was given to me by Mr. Mimura. You know how much 
this gun means to me, right?" 


Jin nodded vigorously. 
"Jin, you've been to that abandoned mine, right? Can you be our guide?" 


Jin looked back at Shuya. Tears glistened in his eyes as he tightened his grip on the assault 
rifle and shouted, "Akuya! | want to fight here with you!" 


"I'll entrust this to you. Protect everyone, especially the little ones. From today, you're 
everyone's big brother. I'm counting on you." 


"Akuya, | understand..." 


Maki, who had jumped to the window, brought the binoculars to her eyes, and for a moment, 
it was clear she held her breath. 


"Akuya! They're here! A tremendous number!" 


"You guys will likely get lost several times. The place we're heading to is no paradise. But no 
matter what happens, never give up." 


In an instant, Shuya had dashed out. Taking the binoculars from Maki's hand, Taku brought 
them to his eyes. 


Jin clutched the Kalashnikov, shaking his head vigorously over and over. Observing this, 
Nanahara stood up with determination. 
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It's just bravado, Taku thought. The man must be terrified of losing trusted companions. His 
heart isn't as strong as he pretends. He's only playing the role of a reliable big brother while 
trying to live and escape with the children. 


That silver Kalashnikov. 
The receiver made a clattering sound. 


Between the changing sky from purple to deep navy and the almost identical-colored sea, 
numerous lights twinkled. These were not city lights but flickering lights. It was the lights of 
the boats. Not just the six boats that forced them into a reckless charge, but an 
overwhelming number of ships were surging toward the Battleship Island. Under those lights, 
each soldier's face, burning with hatred, seemed visible. 


"Akuya." 
A calm voice reached them. 


Approaching, Nanahara took the binoculars from Taku's hands. 

"Kazama?" 

"It's time to say goodbye." 

-They've come. Look at the sea. 

After examining through the binoculars, Kazama's face indeed turned pale. 

"The baggage has increased, but forgive me. I'm praying for your safety." 

"Nanahara..." 

50% 

His eyes were moist. Suddenly, Saki remembered. This kid, whenever left behind, would 
instantly start crying. Was it because he disliked it, or intentionally making poor jokes to 
tease Saki leaving? On that day too, while seeing Saki off from the doorway, this kid 
awkwardly smiled. Saki had forgotten that smile for a long time. 

(please, smile again) 

Waving his right hand, he pointed towards the duct. 

Holding the Kalashnikov, Jin rushed forward, the backpack on his back clattering, and 
jumped into the opening. The children followed, and then the students from Shikanofuru 
followed suit. 


Thinking this, Saki looked at Haruya's face. Just for an instant. In that moment, he burned 
his brother's face into his memory. Then, he turned his back. 


As Takuma entered the ventilation hole, there was one last moment when his eyes met with 
Nanahara's. Nanahara didn't nod, just gazing at Takuma's face. 


"Hurry up." 


Haruya's voice was thrown at his back. Unnoticed, his voice had changed, and somehow it 
sounded a bit more mature. 
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One by one, the students disappeared into the hole, leaving only Haruya behind. His eyes 
wandered around the room, and he caught sight of Saki in a corner. 


"| won't forget your back, sis. The last time | saw your back that day, and now, seeing your 
back here." 


"Sis, |..." 
Saki shook his head. 
#44, Both are the same, my sister's back. 


He tightly closed his eyes and counted to ten. When he turned around, Haruya was no 
longer by the hole. 


As the sky changed from light purple to deep navy, and the sunlight from the now clearly 
visible sun illuminated the sea, the terrorists of the "Wild Seven" all stared at the sea, ata 
loss for words. 

#xth and H#c looked at Saki. They shook their heads toward the two. 

"Everyone, they've gone," a voice came from behind. 

Slipping past Saki and entering the room. 

When the enemy's presence was nothing more than distant lights on the sea, their feelings 
were just a sense of unease. As it gradually manifested and became concrete ship shapes 


with the bright sunlight, the unease transformed into a feeling of desperate defeat. 


It was Kitano Shiori, the same student as two days ago, dressed in military gear and holding 
an O3-type BR rifle in her right hand. 


"What's wrong? You should go too." 

The number of ships covering the sea clearly showed the intention to completely destroy this 
Battleship Island on this day. It was impossible to estimate how many ships were 
approaching. 

The ship, much larger than the one that brought the students of Kanoshio Middle School, 


was heavily armored. 


"I'll stay here and see it through to the end, all of it," she said, holding a rifle and looking 
around with a determined gaze. Her gaze caught Autumn's eyes. Autumn seemed resigned. 


It meant that the enemy was well aware of our tactics. The sniper points and the positions of 
booby traps must have been understood. 


Saki, who was on the sniper platform with Kazama, let out a loud sigh. 
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(Can't shoot.) 


"When the country gets serious, this is what happens. I'll go down and join the front line. 
Sakurai, shoot until the last moment, and then figure it out for yourself." 


"Yeah." 


Sniping is primarily aimed at surprising the opponent and killing their combat spirit. You can't 
shoot soldiers hiding behind the ship's armor, and the ship is clearly prepared for snipers. 


"They've studied well." 


"At this rate, the enemy's invasion speed will be faster than expected. We need to delay 
them somehow, or it won't be effective as a time-buying strategy." 


"Close combat?" 
Kazama nodded, slinging his rifle over his shoulder and quickly stepping onto the ladder. 


Kazama, who had looked away from the scope, shook his head. The lead ship was about to 
enter the scope's range of 830 meters, but no human figures could be discerned. 


"That video wasn't just recorded for broadcast. They've probably been simulating our fighting 
style." 


"I'll tell Autumn. Sakurai, don't push yourself too hard." 

"You too..." 

In an instant, Kazama's head disappeared. That became the last sight of Kazama. 
"So that means..." 


A loud explosion, like the shattering of rocks, echoed from behind. Rushing to the wall, | 
looked down at the scene. 


Black smoke was rising from the shore where the waves were breaking. Several enemy 
ships lay on their sides, showing their hulls. Flames were shooting up from the portholes. 


"They're here." 


"Saki, can you hear me?" 


Maki's voice came through the receiver. 


However, that favorable situation did not last long. The enemy fleet, which had initially 
retreated after enduring a storm-like barrage near the shore, was hit by cannon fire from the 
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sea, destroying grounded ships and quickly clearing obstacles. The bombardment continued 
for a while, transforming the coastline in an instant. Many ships rushed toward the crumbling 
shoreline, lining up their bows like a pack of hunting dogs, ready to dock. Rear hatches 
opened, and landing equipment was pulled out. 


"Can you hear me? What was that?" 
(Damn it.) 


- They took the bait. We rigged the boats the middle schoolers abandoned with depth 
charges. With that, we can buy some time. They'll have no choice but to divert around the 
obstructive ships for the landing operation. During that time, try to reduce their numbers as 
much as possible! 


Pulling the trigger of the Dragunov, shadows of people falling around the boat came into 
view. One by one. Probably, Kazama, who went down moments ago, was now aiming his 
rifle. Wrapped in a strange sense of solidarity, Saki continued to pull the trigger. 


"Got it!" 


Something like a small cart was pulled out from the boat. It was brought to the sandy beach 
and served as an improvised cover. 


(Shoot, it's the only option. As many as possible. Any and every one!) 


It instantly became a trench. Soldiers emerged from behind the cover, darting towards the 
cliff under the natural fortification. As Saki raised the Dragunov again, he caught a glimpse of 
soldiers crouching in the corner of his field of view, each carrying a tube about their height. A 
red flame erupted from the tip. 


Focusing on the sight, Saki diligently tracked the soldiers' movements. When the running 
soldiers' feet passed the right edge of his vision, he exerted pressure on the index finger. 
The firing sound. In the next moment, the soldier fell, a bullet piercing his chest. The head of 
another soldier, seemingly bewildered by the sound, appeared in the field of view. With a 
deafening roar, that head shattered. The ten-round magazine quickly emptied, and Saki 
swiftly performed a reload. 


He sensed danger. Diving onto the ladder, Saki descended the steps at nearly free-fall 
speed. Just above his head, the sniper platform exploded. The blast sent shockwaves down 
onto Saki's body, slamming him into the corridor below. 

He raised the rifle again, stunned. 

(This is impossible to keep up with...) 

The destruction of the sniper platform triggered a barrage of enemy heavy mortar shells 


raining down on the hideout one after another. The terrorists' return fire momentarily ceased. 
The devastating power of the heavy mortars, with a range of up to five thousand meters, 
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completely dominated the firefight. By the time the terrorists regained their footing, the main 
force of the soldiers was no longer along the coastline but had retreated into the hideout. 


EPISODE 26 


Over ten ships were already anchored, disgorging countless soldiers. Mortar shells launched 
from the fortress below exploded above the soldiers, turning lifeless bodies into a carpet on 
the sandy beach. Yet, over those corpses, the next wave of soldiers appeared and swiftly 
ascended the slope, approaching the fortified trench where Shiori and others were hiding. 


"Ufuwa..." 


The thunderous sound ceased, breaking the momentary silence, replaced by something faint 
but discernible—the voices of countless individuals. Roars of anger from humans who had 
laid bare their wrath. 


(They're coming!) 


Beside Shiori, the man who had been continuously firing his Kalashnikov had his left 
shoulder blown away. The upper half of his body, frozen in shock, received a barrage of 
countless bullets. The impact of the hits tore his upper body apart, and it clung to the wall 
behind. 


The bullets continued to rain without respite. 


Shiori was at Point A, hiding in the makeshift trench on the second floor above the main 
entrance of the hideout, armed with an Type 03 BR rifle. The barricade below, which Shiori 
herself had blown up, had already been repaired, revealing a menacingly reconstructed 
appearance. 


A discomforting noise, like a leaking whistle, filled the air—an incessant whizzing sound of 
incoming mortar shells. The first shell hit the center of the barricade, blowing away most of 
its structure. The subsequent one shattered the building's beams, and the one after that 
struck the floor above, shaking the entire structure. 


A deafening roar. A shell nearby hit the sniper known as Kazama, tearing his body to shreds. 
Suddenly, the front of the barricade was lifted by a cacophonous noise. Countless sparks 
flew from the barbed wire, and clumps of debris from the wooden structure scattered. Bullets 
then entered the second floor. The swarm of bullets, like a tsunami, crushed the building 
materials above Shiori and others, showering them with fragments of white concrete. The 
incessant rain of bullets, eventually lowering the trajectory. 


Shaking uncontrollably, clutching onto Taku's back as if desperately seeking salvation. 


She recalled her father, who had failed in business and suddenly disappeared. No, not her 
father. Before his disappearance, she had been frightened by her father, who was raging 
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inside the house. The mere sound of her father's footsteps passing by the room made her 
spine shiver. Every time the door knob turned, a cold sensation ran down her back. Knowing 
that if the door opened and her father entered the room, an endless time of scolding and 
torture awaited her. 


At that time, she truly hated her father. 


The dark tunnel stretched endlessly. Jin, leading the way, carried a lantern that barely 
illuminated the cramped passage. The already dried and barren stone walls reflected the 
hurried footsteps of Takuma and others. Since a while ago, added to that, faint explosions 
could be heard. Every time a heavy and oppressive sound echoed somewhere in the 
distance, the ceiling of the tunnel trembled. 


Most of his father's words were incoherent mutterings. Holding down a young Takuma, his 
father repeated the same words over and over. Takuma still remembered his father's 
alcoholic breath. 


On the backs of Takuma and others, each carried a child too small to run. With every 
explosion, the hand gripping Takuma's back tensed, and a face was pressed tightly against 
his neck. 


"If you weren't here. If you weren't here, | would..." 


Their steps came to a halt. The child on Takuma's back moved its legs suspiciously. Naoya, 
leading the way, turned around. 


The meaning of those words was something terrifying, something Takuma had never asked 
his father or his mother. He only remembered his father's hardened eyes as he said those 
words while looking at himself. 


"Everyone, wait!" 

Upon that voice, everyone stopped in their tracks. Jin, at the front, continued walking 
absentmindedly, and for a moment, the entire tunnel became dim. But soon, light returned, 
and this time, Takuma's face was illuminated from the front. 

Such hellish days continued for several months, and then suddenly, his father disappeared. 
However, when Takuma realized that his father was gone, the overwhelming feeling in his 
chest was strangely not relief. It was a sense of despairing loneliness, as if a part of his body 
was missing. 


Children slid down from each person's back. 


It. Due to the sudden disappearance, the terrifying image of his father was etched into 
Takuma's mind, never to fade away. 


Shichihara Akiya. 
Suddenly, that name came to mind. 
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Naoya approached. The expression on his face was something Takuma had never seen 
before. Between slightly furrowed brows, a mix of emotions—anxiety, fear, urgency, and 
resignation—was evident. (Naoya...) 


Why did he suddenly recall that name now? 
At that time, Akiya's face had appeared so lonely. It was the face of an abandoned child, just 
like Takuma's. 


It was something Takuma wouldn't have understood three days ago. Until three days ago, 
Takuma's perception of Naoya was just a slightly meddlesome and somewhat sensitive girl. 
"Hey, Taku..." 


"Naoya." 
The air contained in that voice seemed to convey something to Naoya. The gentle smile 
instantly disappeared. 


But now, Takuma knew. Through numerous hardships, he had come to realize Naoya's inner 
strength, which wasn't apparent on the surface. He understood that her kindness was 
genuine and heartfelt. During these days, Takuma had learned that the gaze directed at him, 
filled with warmth previously unattainable, was a precious thing. 


(But...) 

"| don't understand complicated things well, and | don't want to think about them. But if we 
continue like this, | feel like something important will be ruined. Shintaro pushed us forward. 
Shugo let us live. And Ki gave us a reason to live. But maybe we'll end up wasting all of 
that..." 


"Hey, what's wrong? We need to hurry. We don't know what's happening upstairs. Let's go 
quickly." 


"You want to go back, don't you? To Mr. Shichihara and the others." 

Takuma looked back at Naoya. Her cheeks stiffened for a moment, and then she forced a 
smile. 

"Naoya?" 

She smiled faintly. It was Naoya's usual expression. 

When Takuma got angry and couldn't calm down, Naoya would show a calm expression to 


soothe his anger. However, Takuma knew that beneath that smile, another emotion lurked. 


"Why are you looking so surprised? | can understand anything about Taku. After all, we've 
been together for so long." 


And probably Naoya herself. 
"Maybe I'll cause trouble because of me. Forgive me." 


"Forgive? What are you talking about?" said Kyoko with a sigh. 
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You fool! Someone in Takuma's mind shouted at him. She understands everything about 
you. Leaving behind the only woman in the world, you're trying to go back and throw away 
your life. Probably into the flames of a certain death. There are three choices. One, endure 
it. Two, take a gun and fight. Three, tuck your tail and run away. 


"Kind of like Aoi-kun. You can't be stopped, can you? So, | won't stop you. But, you must not 
die. We'll survive too, so Aoi-kun, you must survive as well." 


-There is no answer. Find it for yourself. 


"Yeah. Take care of the kids," firmly gripping the Type 03 BR rifle, Takuma stared into 
Naoya's wet eyes and said, "I'll find the answer." 


He shook the extended hand. Talking like this with Kyoko, the honor student, was something 
he hadn't expected three days ago. 


Naoya nodded with determination. 

With small, cautious footsteps, Jin returned. "Going back to Akiya's place?" 

Takuma nodded at his face. Jin thrust the Kalashnikov forward and said decisively, "Are you 
serious, Aoi-kun?" Risa Niitou and the others who were leading the way returned. "Sorry for 
doing something on my own. | apologize to everyone." He bowed to everyone. 

"| can't go back. Because | made a promise to Akiya. Big brother, do your best." 


"What about me? What should | do?" 


His shoulder was tapped. There were Haruya and Masami's faces. The last two surviving 
members of the rugby team. 


From behind, Haruo intervened, and Masami actually hit his head. 
Haruya showed a somewhat apologetic expression. 

"Sorry." 

Masami slapped his shoulder, who was bowing down. 


"Decide for yourself. It's your life," Masami said, looking at Takuma's face and smiling. "I'll go 
with you." 


"Masami." 


"Masami-kun!" 
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"No need to apologize. | finally got to see my sister. Live for her sake, okay? Like, | know it 
sounds weird, but for my sister's sake." 


Haruya nodded in silence. 
Mayu exclaimed in surprise. Masami gestured to calm her down and apologized. 


He remembered that conversation from back then. In the cafeteria building, when they were 
talking with Shugo and Haruya. 


"As you can see, I'm a whimsical and unpredictable guy. But, yesterday's words weren't a lie. 
Thanks for the good memories. Please be happy." 


Mayu teared up at this, witnessing a side of the usually strong Mayu that she had never seen 
before. 


"Masami, is it okay?" 

"Hmph, in a rugby match, a Western lariat..." 

When Haruya talked about his sister, he truly had a lonely expression. It could be said that 
for Haruya to meet his sister on this island was a miracle. Amidst the many sad events on 
this island, it was the only good thing. The words exchanged between them were unknown, 
but Haruya was the one who should survive. 

"Huh?" 

To be sent off with a casual comment like that — was that okay? 


In response to this abrupt statement, Kaede's voice involuntarily retorted, "Are you an idiot?" 


Masami said with a voice that seemed to be amazed, "You should have confessed like me, 
say it yesterday." 


"Well, it's not easy to make up your mind..." 

"Tak!" 

He stared at that face. He knew that Masami had a troubled past at his previous school. With 
numerous disciplinary records, he was on the verge of being sent to a reformatory. It was a 
past that resembled Takuma's in some ways. Somehow, he could feel what Masami might be 
feeling. 

"Al-al-al-alright! I'm going too!" 


Masami, who had been brooding with his head down, suddenly shouted out madly. 


"You're going...?" 
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Ignoring the suspicious Haruya, he passed by and stood in front of Kaede. 

Once again, the voice calling Takuma echoed. Since coming to the Shikanotoride, how many 
times had he been called by that voice? During rugby matches, in the midst of training, 
between classes, on the way back to the dormitory, walking on the road leading to the town. 
Naoya was a master at controlling Takuma. With just that call, he knew how to loosen the 
reins on Takuma's easily agitated temper and set him free. 


"Always causing trouble," he awkwardly smiled. When was the last time he had smiled at 
Naoya on his own initiative? Naoya's expression, which had been stiff, softened just a bit. 


"Kakei-san!" "Kasai-kun...?" "I've liked you for a long time!" 

Her expression, influenced by these words, relaxed a little. 

"We'll meet again, right?" 

"Of course." 

If they could get past this point, it would be just a hop, skip, and a jump to Point A where 
Shiori was. The shelling from the mortar had intensified, rendering the barricade in front of 


the main entrance powerless even before the assault. 


A timidly extended hand touched Takuma's fingertips. If he were to grip that hand in return, it 
felt like there would be no turning back. 


Takuma dashed forward. 

"Wait, Takuma! Tsukushi, let's go!" 

"Yeah!" 

Above Shiori, Saki, who had descended from the sniper's nest, was shooting at the soldiers 
climbing up. The path to the main entrance was narrow, and only a few could ascend at a 
time. However, that, too, wouldn't hold up for long. Behind Shiori, the corpse of Kazama, who 
had been blown apart and killed instantly by an explosion, was lying. Even a man who 
demonstrated such power with a rifle had no way to resist the overwhelming firepower 


difference. 


While listening to the voices of the two behind him, Takuma continued to run. Concentrating 
only on running, not hearing anything else except for his own footsteps, Takuma ran and ran. 


(This is war.) 


"Tak!" 
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Suddenly, Naoya's voice echoed softly from behind, gradually being drowned out by the 
sound of Takuma's footsteps. 


Unexpectedly, soldiers jumped out of the bushes in front of the main entrance. Caught off 
guard, the counterfire was delayed for a moment. The soldiers instantly readied themselves, 
unleashing a rain of bullets. Men around Shiori were being shot one after another, creating a 
chaotic scene. 


The enemy had already pressed forward to the coal mine ruins below. 
Dancing and falling. 


(Endless!) 


The sensation on the index finger of the right hand lightened. There was no feeling of 
loading ammunition into the chamber. 


Out of ammo. 

The enemy, who disliked being hindered by sniper fire, had cut through the bushes and 
climbed up. Even the booby trap set by Mine proved powerless against the enemy's 
engineering unit. 


However, dying was not an option yet. 


In the moment he tried to crawl under the cover of the window frame to exchange the 
magazine, the figures of the enemies below jumped in. 


Their gazes crossed. The enemy saw Shiori's rifle. And... 

He swiftly switched the cock to full-automatic, mustered his courage, stood up, took a 
shooting posture with the gun barrel resting on the window sill before the enemy could 
notice, and squeezed the trigger. 

He grinned. 

The .556mm bullets shot out due to the exploding gunpowder. The recoil transmitted to his 
arm, and the gun handle continued to pat his shoulder. Holes appeared in the ground, and 
the surrounding enemy soldiers fell down, moaning. Sand smoke rose from under their 
bodies. 

In that moment, a gap was created. Gunfire concentrated around Shiori. One of the bullets 
bounced off the rifle, and as if pushed by an invisible hand, Shiori's body collapsed on the 
spot. Unrestrained gunfire poured towards the area where Shiori was. Holes were punched 
in the ceiling, and cracks appeared in the nearby side wall, making it wobble and sway. 


Relief came in an instant as the next squad rushed up from the east. 


Someone urged everyone to quickly get up and crawl if needed to retrieve their rifles. 
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One had a hole through the chest as if punched by a fist, and their chest crumpled under the 
weight of shattered clavicles. 


While thinking that, Shiori's body remained motionless, gazing up at the bullet holes that 
dotted the ceiling. 


(They came to kill me.) 


Someone's back was crushed by the blast, ribs protruding like swords. All the dead, with 
vacant eyes, were scattered throughout the room. 


(I'm going to be killed.) 

(They came to take my life, knowing I'm a participant in the game.) 

(Help me...) 

It resembled something. 

Yes, that painting. 

Even though it was obvious, the reality confronted Shiori, rendering her body paralyzed. The 
deafening roar and the acrid smell of gunpowder, enough to lose hearing, became colossal 


hands, seizing Shiori's body. 


It was the last painting that person had created. Under a clear sky, middle school students 
lay dead everywhere. In the center, a girl with a saintly smile. 


(I'm going to be killed.) 

But that girl wasn't Shiori. 

(I'm going to be killed by them.) 

It was a girl Shiori had never met. 

Shiori's father was a middle school teacher. And suddenly, Shiori noticed. Around the fallen 
Shiori, the terrorists' bodies were scattered. Their heads were shattered like grenades, and 
brains flew out from there. He was conscripted into the game. 

And before Shiori could say a word, the phone call was cut off. 

Like Takeuchi Riki in the game Shiori participated in, the homeroom teacher became the 
game's facilitator, sometimes even holding the students’ fates in his hands. However, Shiori's 


father's supervision of the BR game came to a halt midway. 


It's unclear what methods were used, but a student escaped, shot Shiori's father, and fled. 
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Shiori learned about her father being attacked and killed by students after the game had 
ended. When asked what her father's last words were, Shiori pretended not to know 
anything. Shiori herself was unsure if she had truly heard those words. She felt that if she 
told someone, the words would dissipate like mist, and their meaning would be lost forever. 


(Maybe I'm being punished for what happened at that time.) 

When Shiori dialed her father's number, which was still in the call history of her mobile 
phone, after a few attempts, the call connected. At that moment, Shiori heard it for sure. A 
familiar breath and voice. The voice spoke to Shiori without introducing itself. 

- Shiori? 

Shiori and her father didn't have a good relationship. Shiori scorned her middle-aged father 
and openly quarreled with him. There was a dispute just before the game, and without time 
for reconciliation, her father participated in the game. 


- Listen? Hating others is a matter of preparing yourself for it. 


Shiori doesn't know what happened during the game. What she knows is that Shiori's father, 
in the midst of the game, became convinced of something related to Shiori. 


It was unclear whether the father died with lingering resentment or ultimately forgave Shiori. 
The opportunity to know whether the father harbored anger towards Shiori until his death or 


forgave her was forever lost. 


Whether the father forgave Shiori remains unknown. However, in the final moments, what 
lingered in the father's mind was not Shiori, but the image of that female student. 


Superficially, Shiori was not abandoned by her father. However, in the father's heart, Shiori's 
existence was already as good as discarded. 


Did the father abandon Shiori? Or did Shiori, who scorned her father, make him feel 
abandoned? 


Along with the father's lifeless body, a watercolor painting was delivered. It depicted a horrific 
scene where all the middle school students under the father's care were massacred. In the 
center of the chaos stood a girl with a serene smile. The father had painted that girl with 
affectionate strokes, evident in the meticulous details. 


But it wasn't Shiori. 


Shiori couldn't assertively determine either way. She wanted to understand her father's 
feelings, which is why she decided to participate in the BR game, risking her own life. 


In the critical moment of death, what flashes through a person's mind? 
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Contrary to expectations, the game rules were altered, and students were paired. The 
survival game turned into a shooting game aimed at a student named Natsuko Nakagawa, 
the only person in the collapsing class who had shown understanding to the father. When 
Shiori learned this, she began to unravel the mysteries surrounding her father's death. 


The survival game of the students transformed into a shooting game targeting a girl named 
Natsuko Nakagawa, the only person who might have survived the failed game and who 
showed understanding to Shiori's father. When Shiori saw the battered rifle, her hands 
reached for it automatically, and at the same time, her upper body instinctively straightened 
up. 


(Still alive) 
The fear that haunted Shiori until now seemed to have disappeared somewhere. And now, 
the desired death was descending upon Shiori. However, what dominated Shiori's heart was 


nothing other than pure and unadulterated terror. 


It was pure, unadulterated fear that gripped her throat. While feeling the sharp taste of death 
on her tongue, Shiori continued to scream silently. 


"Help me..." 


Suddenly, a figure jumped in, grabbed the rifle lying beside Shiori, and tossed it to her. The 
person then rushed to the window and showered the enemies below with a hail of bullets. 


"Don't just lie there!" 

The moment they exited the electrical room leading from the underground tunnel to the 
surface, an overwhelming tumult, almost rupturing their eardrums, assaulted them. The 
entire half-buried electrical room trembled, but it wasn't the shockwave from an exploding 
bomb. There was a certain rhythm in that tremor, as if countless beings with legs were 


simultaneously stamping on the ground. 


Without turning around, a shout echoed. It was Shichihara Akuya. The curtain that had 
closed off Shiori's heart fell, and before her eyes, he turned around. 


Yamami Masami, who had been examining the duct leading to the large hall, interrupted and 
conveyed a message in a hushed voice. 


"Silence, we need to quiet down." 
"That can't be true." 


"No good. While we can slide down this, it's impossible to climb back up. It seems we'll have 
to go up through the dangerous indoor route after all." 


Halting Takeru who was about to speak, Harumi showed something from his pocket. It was a 
plastic bomb that Shiori had obtained. 


269 


EPISODE 27 


"Since when?" 

"| got it yesterday while cleaning up the corpses. Let's blow this up." 

"Is it okay?" 

While speaking, he pointed to the exit of the electrical room. This room, located 
underground, had a door a few steps up from the floor, and if they went through it, they 
should reach the first floor. It was the same floor where the terrorists had rushed in when 
Takeru and the others fell into the pit. 

Masami interjected with a serious expression. 

"Can we escape from there?" 

In response to Takeru's question, Masami raised a doubt. 

"After we blow it up, there'll be no way to escape from here." 

"That's fine! If it allows everyone else to escape." 


"Yeah, let's go." 


"But if the fact that we escaped from here reaches the enemy, they might figure out about 
the escape route. If that happens, everyone might be pursued." 


Takeru's words were met with a nod from Masami. They climbed the stairs and approached 
the rusty door. 


"Alright." 

He pushed it open— 

And then, Mochizuki's voice echoed. 

"As soon as we exit this door, blow up the room and seal the entrance to the tunnel." 
It was a world of carnage. 


The filthy sewage that had been ankle-deep mud was now an eerie dark red color, 
contaminated by a red tide, resembling a sea of ominous red. 


What met their eyes were soldiers of the government forces equipped with regular gear, 


helmets, and military uniforms. Countless soldiers crowded the area, indiscriminately 
destroying everything in sight with their rifles. 


270 


The cacophony was the sound of the soldiers' footsteps. They kicked and trampled the 
corpses of terrorists, breaking bones and crushing flesh—the sound of their footsteps. 


The wails of agony could be heard. 
Amidst them, there were individuals with different attire from the soldiers. They were 
overwhelmingly outnumbered, members of the "Wild Seven." Swinging their Kalashnikovs 


and showering bullets indiscriminately, the soldiers gradually surrounded them, applying 
pressure. When their magazines ran empty, they attacked and overwhelmed them. 


Overwhelm. 

That term was fitting. 

It was the giant, Yamauchi. From his head to below his knees, covered in blood that was 
indistinguishably his or someone else's, Yamauchi stood like a guardian with two soldiers in 
his arms. The soldiers' necks were twisted, already lifeless, but a blade clutched in 
Yamauchi's hand was thrust into his abdomen. 


"Tei!" 


The bodies of the terrorists, rolling on the ground, had become grotesque sights that could 
never be unseen. 


The marks of the blows inflicted all over their bodies and the bayonet wounds revealed the 
gruesome nature of their deaths. Takeru and the others were unable to move, their bodies 
frozen in shock. 

With a command, the rifles of the surrounding soldiers erupted in gunfire, turning Yamauchi's 
body, along with the soldiers he held, into a bullet-riddled mess. Even the giant stopped 
moving. Yamauchi collapsed to his knees. 


"Fool! Too soon..." 


Masami's body floated on the water's surface without any movement. Takeru forcibly tore his 
gaze away. He shouted angrily at Haruo behind him. 


Within, the soldiers continued to wield their weapons recklessly, each indulging in their own 
acts of violence. Some thrust bayonets into faces, while others attempted to slash with 
knives... 

"Run! Haruo, it's dangerous. They've noticed us—dash out!" 


"Stop it!" 


“heal GORI." 
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Before Takeru could intervene, Masami slipped through the side, aimed her gun at the 
soldiers, and began firing randomly. The unsuspecting soldiers staggered, succumbing to 
the crossfire from behind. However, those who overcame the corpses knelt down, steadying 
their shooting positions, and simultaneously fired their rifles. 

They swung the door wide open, rolling out into the open. Ignoring the sewage pool, they 
sprinted through. Bullets exploded around Takeru, emitting high-pitched sounds. Glancing 
over his shoulder, Takeru saw that Haruo was still standing at the doorway. Had he cowered 
in the face of the enemy onslaught? 

"Haruo! Idiot, run!" 


Unable to turn back, Takeru shouted. Haruo's face turned from shock to tears, letting out a 
scream. 


In front of Takeru, watching from behind, Masami's body began to spin. With each hit, a part 
of Masami's body was torn away. The back opened with a splash, and after completing a 
quarter turn, her body sank into the sewage pool. 

"Masami!" 

"Damn it, you bastards! Hey! Pull yourself together..." 

Before those words could finish, changes occurred in Masami's body. 

"| Know it's useless, but..." 

Takeru shouted in acknowledgment. 

A heatwave surged in all directions. The soldiers who had been approaching cautiously were 
engulfed in the explosion and blown away. 

It happened suddenly. A red spray ran across the front of the body, and from there, a 
reddish-black mass burst forth. Gunshots echoed, followed by the shattering of knees. Lying 
there in a posture as if thrown backward, Haruo lay on the ground. 


"Haruo!" 


Takeru's body was slammed against the wall. Just ten meters more. If they could reach that 
point, there would be stairs leading to the upper floor. Takeru readjusted the rifle at his hip. 


"Just diel" 


In response to Takeru's roar, Haruo's eyes twisted sadly. His dying words reached Takeru's 
ears. 


"Sorry, I've been a burden for so long..." 


Firing in full automatic mode, Takeru sprinted up the stairs, passing Itsuki. 
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(Masami, Haruo...) 


The black smoke vanished behind them. Upon reaching the top of the stairs, Takeru 
involuntarily gasped. 


Takeru shouted. He put power into both legs and jumped. Bullets grazed his body as they 
flew by. In mid-air, he squeezed the trigger of the rifle. Bullets sprayed out from the muzzle, 
showering over Haruo's body. The 5.56mm rounds riddled his friend's body. 

"| won't forgive you! Haruo!" 

Dead bodies of terrorists were scattered around, each having endured merciless gunfire, 
leaving them unrecognizable. The room was filled with the stench of death, and the entire 
space was stained a dull red with splattered blood. 

Light spilled from Haruo's body, around the area where he had been holding the plastic 
bomb. For a moment, his body swelled up, and then, with an intense explosion, 
accompanied by the continued gunfire from a group of terrorists by the window. 

"You idiots!" 

Among them, there was a familiar back. A voice came from behind Takeru. 

It was Shiori. 

"Why the hell did you come back here!" 

Amid the ragged terrorists, her back looked oddly small. 

(She's alive.) 

A warm sensation spread. Undeterred by the gunfire, she raised her voice. 

It was Sakai and Ima-kumine. Both of them had taken on demonic expressions. Like the 
bodies of terrorists scattered around them, they were drenched in splattered blood. However, 
what dripped from their fingertips didn't seem to be just splattered blood. 

"Shiori!" 


"lam..." 


Shiori's shoulders twitched, and she turned around. Covered in blood that could belong to 
anyone, her eyes were the only things moving, darting around. 


"Takuma." 
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Without waiting for those words, Ima-kumine rushed to the window. He placed what he was 
carrying on his shoulder by the window and immediately began firing back. Waving his left 
hand, he signaled Shiori to step back. Without turning around, he shouted. His voice, which 
had been gentle when they first met Takuma, had completely changed. 


"Usami, now's the chance, go quickly! Akuya is making final preparations in the main hall. I'll 
handle things here. Just trust me!" 


Usami grabbed Takuma's arm and continued running. The corridor leading to the main hall 
stretched out before them. From behind, the footsteps, seemingly belonging to Shiori, 


echoed. 


The window glass was shattered, and several terrorists clung to it, firing at enemies below. 
There were also several bodies scattered around. 


"You idiots..." 

Instinctively, he saw a figure standing by the window. 

Usami coughed. At that moment, a massive flash and explosion erupted from the room they 
had just left. Familiar faces were there. It was Shichihara and Saki. A breath escaped from 


Usami's mouth. 


Maki, standing near the wall, shouted, "Akuya, we're ready. All that's left is to go out with a 
bang!" Seven and Maki turned their gaze toward the entrance. 


"Over here!" 
"Usami!" 


Removing debris from the right-hand wall, Usami slipped into the room. Takuma and Shiori 
followed suit. 


"Akuya, sorry. Point B has fallen. They'll be swarming in here soon. Probably Imakumine by 
now as well..." 


Holding a rifle, he entered the room. On top of the drums was undoubtedly explosive 
material. Without thinking, someone shouted. 


The interior of the room had changed drastically. Several drums were lined up in the center 
of the room, surrounded by stacked black cans. Lines from the cans led to instruments along 
the wall, and Maki desperately worked on something. 

"They're coming!" 


"What the hell is this! What are you guys doing!" 


Ignoring the voice, Shichihara sternly questioned, "Why did you come back?" 
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Just as barricades collapsed with a bright flash. 


Facing that expression, he shouted, "Hey!... We haven't finished anything yet! We came 
back to find the answer you told us to find!" 


Everyone simultaneously squeezed the triggers. The room was filled with a deafening roar, 
followed by a moment of silence. The doorway was obscured by smoke. However, beyond it, 
screams were unmistakably audible. 

"My brother!" 

Without looking back, Saki yelled, "Haruya's gone!" 


To Takuma's response, Saki remained silent. However, her back seemed to smile for a 
moment. 


In the next moment, a storm-like counterattack came. Usami stood frozen, taking bullets and 
collapsing to the floor. Taking the Kalashnikov from his hand, Saki continued firing in 
full-automatic mode. Shiori's O3BR rifle launched a grenade. 

"Usamil!" 

"Mr. Usami!" 

Shichihara and Maki rushed to Usami's side. 

Sparks suddenly scattered throughout the room. From beyond the front barricade, a wall of 
overwhelming firepower was approaching. The piled-up debris vibrated, indicating that 
something massive on the other side was continually pounding. 

She clenched her fists. 

"Alright. Go. I'll hold them off here." 

"Hold yourself together!" 


"You..." 


Was the distortion of her face in response to those words an expression of pain? Or did she 
intend to show a smile? 


Gritting her teeth, Saki continued firing Usami's Kalashnikov. 
"Akiya, the real battle begins now... Don't stop, keep fighting." 


With that expression, Usami spat out a clot of blood from her mouth and fell silent. 


275 


"I'm sorry for not being able to die together with you. But giving up and accepting death lying 
side by side is too easy. Struggle more. I'm sorry for burdening you with something heavier. 
Only you." 

Shichihara's face contorted into a wrinkled expression. 


"| activated the timer switch!" 


Holding the gun, Saki continued to return fire at the doorway, trying to rush back to her side. 
However, Saki's stern voice stopped her. 


Crossing over the instruments, Maki ran back to Shichihara. She shouted at Takuma. 
"The electrical room!" 
"Don't come! Akiya, there's still something you can do!" 


Takuma shouted back. Shichihara stood frozen. 
"Saki?" 


"| set off the explosion! To prevent them from chasing the escapees through the tunnel." 


"Hmph, not bad for you, Akiya. | think the rear is still vulnerable. Escape from there. We'll 
take care of them here." 


"Maki, you've already prepared for the explosion, right?" "It's done!" 
"Wild Seven" won't end here!" 

"I'll handle these guys here." 

"Maki..." 

"Saki!" 

"Maki, you should go too!" 


Nanahara's hand struck Takuma's back forcefully. This wasn't the final location yet. They 
started running again. 


Without responding to those words, Maki fixed her gaze determinedly on Takuya. 


"And for delaying them, reinforcements are necessary. Takuya, go ahead. I'll chase after 
them no matter how far, so go, Takuya." 


Cutting off the words, she kicked Takuma aside. 
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Listening to the fading footsteps of the three, Saki discarded the Kalashnikov, repositioned 
her familiar Dragunov, and Maki aimed with assault rifles in both hands, standing beside her. 
The three muzzles erupted in unison. Amidst the thunderous roar, Saki shouted. 

"Maki! How much time until the explosion?" 


"You! You've come back all this way. Make sure to protect Akiya." 


"Three more minutes. If we can hold out for that long, we'll be fine. Probably, Akiya should be 
able to escape to the surface." 


Saki at the doorway prompted Shiori, who continued to aim the Type 03 BR rifle. 
"You!" 

"You're going too!" 

"What?" 

"Did you ever hold Akiya even once?" 

"Idiot!" 


Shiori looked back at Saki, shaking her head. "Hurry up! You'll see it through to the end, 
won't you, Akiya! Go quickly! As long as you're there, 'Wild Seven' won't end!" 


It didn't seem like just a few tens of minutes ago. 

In the corner of his vision, he glanced at Maki. Her face was stained with crimson. 
(Three years since then) 

(It had been a whirlwind of continuous movement for three years) 


—tThe back of my sister, the last | saw that day, and the back of my sister | see now, both are 
the same, because they are my sister's back. 


The front, neatly cut out at the doorway, was suddenly enveloped in dazzling light. From that 
light emerged malevolent bullets. 


Days of surviving in BR games, undergoing retraining as a sniper. Days of seeking refuge in 
"Asia's Dawn" and meeting Maki, Akiya, and the others. Days of being branded with the 
stigma of the Metropolitan Government Building bombing and running around like a hunted 
mouse. 


"Guah!" 


I think I've changed. 
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Maki beside him was blown away. Shock coursed through her entire body, and the Dragunov 
slipped from Saki's hand. 


Dragunov, my guardian deity. 

I'm different from the person | was three years ago. When | took someone's life for the first 
time, | felt like | wasn't human anymore. | resigned myself to having turned into something 
like a monster. 

However, it didn't seem to be as bad of a transformation as | thought. 

"I'll never forget my sister's back." 

| thought the light was coming to welcome Saki. Various faces could be seen in the 
light—former classmates whose lives | had taken, Makoto Igawa, who smeared mud on his 
face, the lonely face of Shinjo, terrorist comrades, the expressionless Kazama, Sasaki, 


Imakura, Yamauchi, Maki, and Akiya. 


The words Haruya left on his departure came to mind. It seemed like something from a 
distant past. 


In the distance, familiar faces appeared. Beyond the doorway— 
After taking gunfire from behind, they raced down the stairs. 
When they reached the first floor, Nanao shouted. 


Two figures were visible as if nothing had happened. With arms spread wide, Nanao 
welcomed Saki. 


"Jump!" 
As if nothing had happened. 


Saki, who left home that day, returned as if nothing had changed. Amidst the crossfire, 
Nanao's hand propelled the three of them beyond the side wall, diving-like. 


"Thank you, Haruya..." 

Their bodies slammed into the ground. Nanao's hand held down Saki's head. 
Saki's body was engulfed in that light, and consciousness faded into the white mist. 
"What's that!" 


In front of the three descending the stairs, a new squad of enemies appeared. 
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"Get out of the way!" 


Shiori shouted. The door frame of the stairwell, where the three had just burst out, was torn 
apart by the blast from within, and a roaring pillar of fire erupted. Then, once again, a 
thunderous explosion echoed, showering flames over the approaching soldiers. 


"It's rigged with a timed explosive. Run!" 


Prompted by that voice, Takuma stood up. Chaotically firing his rifle, he rushed through the 
shattered glass and debris. A grenade launcher shot from Shiori's BR rifle blew away the 
approaching soldiers. Folding the barrel and ejecting spent cartridges, amidst the lingering 
smoke, Nanao leaped in. Shiori, reloading with a new cartridge, followed. Takuma looked 
back and ran through the rolling passage. In Nanao's sights, a door was visible. If they 
passed through it, they could get outside. 


Suddenly, the door opened. Dazzling light streamed in. The three came to a halt. 
With the light on their backs, someone stood at the doorway. 


Not a soldier. Their attire was unusual for a soldier, with shorts and a jersey—those familiar 
clothes. 


"Uuss!" 

Shiori gasped beside him. 

A figure cradles something under their arm. 

It's a rugby ball. 

"It's Riki." 

Riki, lifting his right hand high, exclaimed cheerfully. In Takuma's eyes, accustomed to the 
light, his figure leapt forward. Without a doubt, Riki was wearing the jersey of the 
Shikanosato Middle School rugby team. 

"Are you Nanao Shichihara?" 

December 26, 06:24 

Boys #3 - Haruki Kasai, #6 - Masami Shibaki 


Remaining seven 


"I'm Riki Takeuchi, the homeroom teacher for Class B, third year, at Shikanosato Middle 
School. ‘Declaration of war against all adults.' Are you Seven Haruka?" 


Seven just stared at Riki without saying a word. Riki descended the stairs slowly towards the 
frozen three. Under his spikes, the sand grains creaked. 


Remaining seven members. 
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EPISODE 28 


"Nice to meet you. I'm going to say this straight: all the adults in the world are targeting your 
life. Do you really think you can win against them seriously? Oh, it's written all over your 
face. We, too, will kill anyone to survive. Are you ready to bear all those lives you've taken 
and keep on living? It's a good resolution. That's how you've killed everyone, right? 
Everyone is weighing on your shoulders. Even the life of my daughter who died in that 
terrorist attack!" 

"Daughter...?" 


It was impossible to divert their gaze from those piercing eyes. "Don't underestimate the 
power of adults. Corrupt adults will do anything to survive. Even if it means killing their own 
blood, they'll survive on that blood. That's what adults are like. It's not as sweet as you 
think." 


Riki snorted. 


"Yeah, the terrorist bombing from a year ago. At that time, my daughter and | were visiting 
that building to apply for a passport. We occasionally go to the city center, so let's hurry up. 
Saying that, we left the house to make it in time for the window opening at ten. At that 
moment, if we had forgotten something or if we had been just a few minutes later, we could 
have been caught in the explosion. | resented it, Sevenhara Akuya." 


"Hey, don't act like you're spoiled, okay? If, in the end, you try to play the sympathy card with 
a 'Mom, Dad, forgive me,’ do you think adults will forgive you? We don't think about that, 
right? You understand that in this war. To survive, there are things you have to do, even if it 
means killing your own child. That's what war is." 


That was the first time hearing about the teacher's past. In Riki's indifferent attitude, there 
was indeed a reason. 


Riki continued to casually string words together. 


"Did you find the answer by participating in this war? Maybe you didn't find it. There's no 
meaning in easily finding answers. The answers to life are always rolling somewhere in the 
future." 


Since the beginning of his assignment, Riki had been careless about everything. In Kano 
Citadel Middle School, full of problem children, his seemingly laissez-faire attitude seemed to 
fit well. However, Takuma and the others were unaware of the crucial things. If Takuma and 
the others were abandoned children, then Riki was a man who had lost something important 
in the same way. 


280 


"The distant booming sound from behind. Gunshots echoing in the distance. The loud voices 
of a large crowd. Amidst them, there was a sound that seemed familiar. An electronic sound. 
An intermittent and annoying noise. 


‘Hey,’ 'My daughter died, and things didn't work out with my wife anymore. It became tough 
to return to a home without my daughter. So, | headed to Kano Citadel. We both don't have a 


place to go back to anymore.’ 


Takuma and Shiori momentarily looked down at their chests. The collars that were there had 
already disappeared. Perhaps sensing their agitation, Riki raised his voice again. 


After laughing heartily, Riki suddenly assumed a motionless upright posture. 


‘Takuma Aoi, the first-year male student! Shiori Kitano, the fourth-year female student! It's 
time for questioning. In life, there are only winners and losers. Is that really the case?’ 


‘Under the Old New Century Education Reform Act, the New Century Te-Counseling Special 
Law, Article 8, the instructor in charge of the BR! The responsibility for the operation of the 
BR lies entirely with the instructor in charge, and the instructor is recommended and 
selected from among the members of the executive committee! For the smooth progress of 
BRI, the instructor in charge has the authority to take any extra-legal measures.’ 


Holding a rifle, Riki exchanged glances with Shiori." 


"It looks like the lock has clicked into the restricted area, and this collar seems like it's about 
to explode." 


"Understood. However! The nation and the executive committee do not guarantee the life of 
the instructor in charge!" 


The warning sound of the collar accelerated. Riki waved his left hand, the one without the 
ball. Beyond it was the door to the outside that Riki himself had opened. 


Expanding his chest, Riki smiled broadly. There was a familiar collar around his neck. It had 
already activated and started flashing. 


"That is!" 


"Go. This is as far as | go. Once you step out there, it's the outside world. ...Listen, the 
answer to the earlier question is out there in the life you're going to live. Don't forget that." 


"Students and teachers are in this together. It wouldn't be right to only bind the lives of you 
students. -Huh?" 


His eyes glanced over Takuma, Shiori, and then Sevenhara in sequence. 
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Riki looked at the necks of the two and showed a disappointed expression. 


He securely cradled the rugby ball to his chest. Unforgettable, it was the ball that Shintaro, 
Shugo, Wataru, and everyone had written messages on. 


While watching that figure, a strange emotion welled up in Takuma's chest. There were times 
when he had hated Riki, wanting to kill him. In fact, Shintaro had been killed by Riki. 


"Oh, | see. You guys had taken it off, huh? Well, never mind. This collar is my own problem. 
It's proof that |, as a teacher, bear the lives of the 42 students in Class B of Kano Citadel 
Middle School's third year on my shoulders. Are you the only ones who survived? Oh, you 
don't have to answer. It doesn't matter anymore. It seems like this is some kind of finale." 


However, now, there was no surge of anger. The incoming gunfire formed a sparkling 
welcome gate around Riki. 


"Let's go! The final explosion is coming." 


Riki was, after all, not someone from their side. 

"I!" Overlapping with Sevenhara's voice, Riki's scream was heard. "Tora... abandoned by 
society, just like Takuma and the others who ended up at Kano Citadel Middle School. (Is 
there a place where people like Riki and us can live?) Unaware of Takuma's emotions, Riki 
was dazzled. 'I had a dream of playing rugby with you guys." 


(Riki and me and Shiori) 


At the moment the three rolled out of the exit, an explosion of an unprecedented scale 
occurred. The ground shook violently, tripping up their attempts to keep running. The 
high-pitched sound of glass breaking simultaneously in the remaining buildings, the 
crunching of steel frames, and the sound of concrete being shattered into pieces. Everything 
mingled and billowed into the sky. From the collapsing building, a torrent of flames and 
shockwaves surged. 


(And Sevenhara Akuya) 

"Gol" Riki grinned, a voice piercing through from above. 

He continued running alongside the three. The smoke from the explosion billowed towards 

the building, which was completely ablaze. Flames raged as if cremating the corpses of the 
dead, drawing the living into the fire and intensifying its fury. Amidst it, some individuals had 
already entered a true slumber: Maki Hayata, Shugo and Shintaro yelling with their mouths 
covered. 


Saki Sakurai, Ken Uminai, Sosuke Kazama, and the others from the "Wild Seven." 


"Survive! We will continue to live within Takuma." 
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Kanata and Haruka's smiling faces were visible. And yet. Were Kanata and the others able 
to escape safely? The three continued running, spurred on by the shockwaves. They leaped 
over the bodies of fallen comrades, running even faster. Once again, gunfire started from all 
around. Gunshot marks rained down on Takuma's and the others' feet like a downpour. A 
sharp pain ran through their bellies. Bullets grazed the tips of their hair. They couldn't think of 
anything. However, those faces disappeared into fragments of memories that blew through 
like a storm. All that remained was the sensation of running in the present. The surroundings 
echoed with the staccato of gunfire. The feeling of kicking the ground transmitted through 
both legs. Their body flying through the air, syncopation between breath and leap. 
Occasionally, bullets piercing through beside them served as a fill-in. Everything burned 
Takuma's entire body with strong, pounding shocks. Since arriving on this island. Before 
coming to the island. The days at Kano Citadel Middle School. The days before coming to 
middle school. Memories of these times swirled in Takuma's head as fragments, never 
settling, and were blown away once again with tremendous force. 

"Ah!" 


From the scattered fragments of memories, a familiar face emerged. At that moment, Shiori's 
balance, as she continued to run, faltered. Taking advantage of that moment, a barrage of 
bullets assailed her. 

"Don't think about anything, just run!" 

The swarm of bullets quickly blossomed into a tapestry of wounds all over her body. 

"Shiori!" 

There was a cool sensation here and there. The places where bullets had struck were 
intensely hot. Despite a burning pain, her body felt as if it was being caressed by a 
mysterious cool breeze. Strength was leaving her body. 

In front of her, Sevenhara Akuya's face loomed. 

"Hey, stay with me!" 

His eyes were shadowed with concern. 

Sevenhara lifted her body and started running forward. Takuma grabbed the Type 03 BR rifle 
and turned around. The approaching enemy. From head to toe, flames of hatred surged 
through him. His determination transmitted to the fingertips on the trigger, and the muzzle 
spewed fire. Then, the flames of anger roared out of Takuma's mouth. 


Bullets fired in retaliation grazed his right shoulder. 


"You foolish man, there's no need to mourn with that face when someone who came to kill 
himself is dying... 
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There was something rising in his throat. He turned to the side and spat it out. Something 
viscous flew out. Desperately clearing his airway, he questioned Sevenhara. 


However, Takuma's body endured even that impact. Like roots firmly planted in the earth, 
both legs refused to move. As if having a will of its own, the Type 03 BR rifle in Takuma's 
arms continued to spit out bullets. 

"...Hey, can | ask you something? That girl in the painting, where is she?" 

"That girl?" 

"...Norie Nakagawa." 

Dew appeared in Shiori's field of vision. The landscape that had been visible until then 
suddenly became unclear. Somewhere in her body, it seemed that the function to adjust her 
vision had been lost. 

A suspicious expression briefly crossed Sevenhara's face. 

"And you are?" 


"...My name is Shiori Kitano. I'm the daughter of the teacher Kitano you killed." 


| wondered, in the moments right before people kill each other, what was he thinking as he 
died... That's what | wanted to know. | thought if | met you, | might find that answer." 


"Shouldn't | do it this way?" 


The expression with furrowed brows gradually turned into astonishment, and beneath it, a 
kind of resignation appeared. 


"Oh, | see. ...Do you hate me?" 

The image of his father aiming the gun he had made with his right hand at his own temple. 
"Listen, hating someone is a decision you have to make." The breathing and that voice 
heard from the other side of the mobile phone. Sevenhara's voice shattered those thoughts. 
"Norie is now living with children in a distant country." 

"A distant country?" 

She couldn't affirm or deny it. Maybe she resented him, maybe she didn't. Norie Nakagawa 
and Sevenhara Akuya. The names of the two who survived the game in which that person 
lost his life had been rolling around in Shiori's heart. How many times she had called those 
names, she couldn't remember. Eventually, the name Sevenhara Akuya had transcended 


emotions like hatred and resentment, transforming into something like a vague atmosphere. 


No, that's not what was in my heart. 
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"That's right. After escaping this country, we wandered through foreign lands. Norie chose to 
stay in one of those countries. So, Norie's and my lives diverged. Norie chose to help 
children who had lost their homes and families due to the war. And | chose to continue 
fighting... | had thought that something had happened back then. | don't Know which was the 
right way to live." 


"Madonna, huh..." 


Realizing that he, too, was lonely, perhaps that person was also lonely. Unable to lean on 
each other's loneliness, they had created a decisive crack on that day. 


Sevenhara questioned Shiori's dazzling eyes. She closed her eyelids. The watercolor 
painting came to mind. A smiling face, adorned with the Virgin's smile, looking down. She 
must be in a place befitting that smile. 


After closing the door behind that person left, there was a small package on the bed beside 
the door. What came out of it was a shabby, truly tasteless stuffed animal. Where did the 
middle-aged man buy something like that? 


| had never considered the hardships that person went through. Perhaps, he was drawn to 
that smile. Exposed to naked malice at school and at home, worn out by it, he was likely 
attracted to that smile and eventually abandoned Shiori and the others. | should have 
opened up to him in front of that person. 

A surge of warmth welled up and flowed down the corners of the eyes. "...I'm sorry." 


She wasn't addressing Sevenhara in front of her but calling out to somewhere in the distant 
sky. 


"_..L never properly called you 'Dad' even once, did I?" 


After that person died, it took some time before she saw the watercolor painting. Then, after 
careful consideration, she decided to participate in the BR game herself. To place herself in 
the same circumstances as that person. To decipher the meaning of the last words left 
behind. She changed schools and trained her body, even joining the boys to do so. She 
studied desperately how to shoot a gun. In an effort to prevent her identity from being 
revealed and to avoid suspicion, she refused to disclose even the kanji characters of her 
surname. Everything was for the sake of the BR game. Surprisingly, she still felt pain all over 
her body. Astonishingly, it seemed she hadn't sustained any fatal injuries yet. She could still 
run. 


(Perhaps that effort should have been directed differently, in a different time and place...) 


The face of Sevenhara in front of her rapidly blurred. 
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While running, Taku searched for Shiori and Sevenhara, who should have been ahead. They 
had been running for quite some time, and the scent of the sea grew stronger. The coastline 
was near. 

"Now | understand for the first time... even in love, you need determination." 

He felt like a cell phone was ringing somewhere. He had to answer it. 

But he couldn't find the phone. 

Sevenhara had laid Shiori's body on the ground. Shiori's eyes were closed, and her hands 
were clasped in front of her chest. Sevenhara took something out of his pocket. It was that 
knife. He gently held it between his palms, assembled. 


"Wasn't that an important knife?" 


In response to the question, Sevenhara turned around. He shook his head to answer. Taku 
looked at Shiori's face, with closed eyes. 


The thirty-round magazine was empty. Taku searched his entire body. He had no more spare 
magazines. If that was the case, the Type 03 BR rifle was now nothing more than a useless 
lump of metal. 

"Kitano..." 

Chased by gunfire like a fire on his back, he spurred himself on once again. Lightly. 

"The guns are three. However, they're all empty, and only two of us survived." 

Taku offered a brief silent prayer. He showed Sevenhara the rifle he held in his hand. 

"Only two of us. Those two are also covered in tattered wounds..." 

"No more bullets!" 

Sevenhara slumped to the ground. 

"There are no bullets of that caliber." 

"I... | couldn't do anything again..." 

From his mouth, weak words leaked. 


Sevenhara also shook the Kalashnikov he held in his right hand and stood up. 


"I'm almost out of bullets too." 
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Taku picked up the Type 03 BR rifle lying beside Shiori. 

"Three years ago, everyone let me live. Carrying that life, | fought desperately, but nothing 
remains. The organization we painstakingly built disappeared like bubbles, and everyone 
who followed me... | let them all die. There's nothing left." 

"This one is empty too..." 

Sevenhara buried his face in both hands. 


"I'm a powerless person..." 


"Oh, since when did you become able to tell if there are bullets inside just by the weight of 
the magazine? Like a warrior with a sixth sense." 


"Are you making fun of me?" 

"| meant it as a compliment." 

It was the same lonely figure as when they talked in the hideout. There was nothing of the 
image of a ruthless terrorist. Like a child abandoned by parents, a figure crushed by despair. 
Similar to Takuma, an abandoned child. 


Takuma placed the rifle on Shiori's chest. Words unintentionally spilled from his mouth. 


"Come on! Don't say things like an old man. Don't talk like everything's over. It's something 
we can redo!" 


The two stood at the edge of a cliff at the northern tip of the island. The wind sweeping 
through beneath their feet seemed to pluck them from the earth, ready to toss them into the 
air. 

Then, the words that followed were unexpected even for Takuma himself. 


"This time, I'll be your comrade!" 


Below the cliff, there were azure waves with white crests in the sea. The surging waves 
continued to wash over the rocky reefs. Sharp sounds echoed beneath their feet. 


Shiori looked up at Takuma with a surprised expression. 
Gunshots. 

"Was it you?" 

"Yeah. Any complaints? You and I, let's start over again!" 


As Takuma retorted, suddenly Akiya's — Shuuya's — expression crumbled. 
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At the same time, what caught the eyes of Takuma and the others as they turned around 
was a scene filled with malice. A line of soldiers running on the ground, each holding a gun, 
rushing towards them. They brandished the mass of hatred, as if trying to crush the two with 
it. 

"Well, what are we going to do..." 

In response to Shuuya's words, Takuma nudged his back. "Let's jump!" 

"Jump? Off this cliff? We'll die!" 

Shuuya didn't start crying. His mouth opened, and laughter burst out. Shuuya laughed. His 
face twisted, he bent over, and he laughed. Not just laughing, but unable to contain himself, 
he fell to the ground and burst into laughter. There was something funny, and Shuuya's 
laughter didn't stop. 

"If we stay here, we're going to get killed anyway. Let's jump!" 

Takuma and Akiya. Akiya and Takuma. 

"But..." 

Everything could go to hell. 

"What's the problem?" 

Anyway, they were alive. 

"Unfortunately, | can't swim." 

The frothy waves approached, white and menacing. 

"Huh?" 

Receiving Takuma's incredulous gaze, Akiya burst out laughing. 

"You're joking at a time like this?" 

A tingling sensation ran up Takuma's spine. 

At that moment, a rain of bullets fell around them. 


The ground beneath their feet kicked up, sending sparks flying. 


They both kicked off the ground simultaneously. 
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Unable to withstand the sudden fit of laughter that surged up, Takuma burst into laughter. 


Akiya, too, laughed as they descended. The explosive laughter enveloped their entire 
bodies. From head to toe, a refreshing feeling surged through them, pushing away the 
pent-up emotions in their chests, making them disappear somewhere. 

"December 26th, 0645 hours. [New fatalities] 

Female #4: Kitano Shiori 

Male #1: Aoi Takuma, #5: Sakurai Haruya 

Female #1: Asakura Nao, #3: Kakei Kyouko 

Male #8: Shintou Risa, #13: Hasuda Mayu 

Additionally, the status of Seveno Akiya is unknown. 


Game concluded. Results null and void." 


289 


